
 
 

 

Secondary Publication 

Kude, Thomas; Huber, Thomas L.

Responding to platform owner moves : A 14‐year qualitative study of four 
enterprise software complementors

Date of secondary publication:   24.01.2025

Version of Record (Published Version), 

urn:nbn:de:bvb:473-irb-1061046Persistent identifier: 

Article

Primary publication 

Kude, Thomas; Huber, Thomas L. (2024): Responding to platform owner moves : A 14‐year 
qualitative study of four enterprise software complementors, in: Information systems journal : 
ISJ, Oxford [u.a.]: Wiley-Blackwell, Vol. 35, Nr. 1, pp. 209–246, doi: 10.1111/isj.12527.

Legal Notice 
This work is protected by copyright and/or the indication of a licence. You are 
free to use this work in any way permitted by the copyright and/or the licence 
that applies to your usage. For other uses, you must obtain permission from 
the rights-holders. 

This document is made available under a Creative Commons license.

The license information is available online:
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/legalcode

https://doi.org/10.1111/isj.12527
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/legalcode


Received: 1 July 2021 Revised: 21 March 2024 Accepted: 12 April 2024 

DOI: 10.1111/isj.12527 

S P E C I A L  I S S U E  P A P E R  

Responding to platform owner moves: A 14-year 
qualitative study of four enterprise software 
complementors 

Thomas Kude1 | Thomas L. Huber2 

1Faculty of Information Systems and Applied Computer Sciences, University of Bamberg, Germany 
2Department of Information Systems, Decision Sciences, and Statistics, ESSEC Business School, Cergy, France 

Correspondence 
Thomas Kude, Faculty of Information Systems 
and Applied Computer Sciences, University of 
Bamberg, Germany. 
Email: thomas.kude@uni-bamberg.de 

Abstract 
Integrating the competition and the cooperation perspec-

tives on value co-creation in platform ecosystems, this study 

explores complementor responses to platform owner moves 

that adversely affect the complementor's positioning. Our 

primary focus is to discern dynamic patterns of com-

plementor responses and to understand their role in the 

process of re-stabilising the complementor's positioning. To 

this end, we conducted a 14-year longitudinal study, ana-

lysing 21 move-response instances across four platform 

partnerships. Our findings reveal three distinct com-

plementor response archetypes: insist, pivot, and detach. 

Over time, complementors combine these archetypes into 

three unique response patterns. Through progressive 

diverging, complementors sidestep platform owner moves 

by diversifying their offer beyond the focal ecosystem. 

Although this can entail substantial multi-homing costs, it 

reduces dependence on the platform owner and bolsters 

resilience against future moves. Through adaptive oscillat-

ing, complementors use platform owner moves as opportu-

nities to gradually diversify their offer within the focal 

ecosystem. This stepwise market expansion makes them 

resilient against future moves, while mitigating costs and efforts 
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related to multi-homing. Through persistent insisting, com-

plementors can re-establish their previous positioning, but at 

the cost of increased dependence on the platform owner, leav-

ing the complementor vulnerable to future moves. We syn-

thesise these findings in our process model of complementor 

positioning. Emphasising the importance of complementor 

responses in fostering resilient software ecosystems, this model 

bears important implications for research on platform gover-

nance and platform-dependent entrepreneurship. 

K E YWORD S  

complementor perspective, longitudinal case study, platform 
ecosystems, platform evolution, platform owner entry, value co-
creation 

1 | INTRODUCTION  

Software platform ecosystems, wherein a large number of small complementors partner with a platform owner to 
co-create digital innovation, have become the dominant organisational arrangement through which software is 
developed and distributed (Cennamo & Santalo, 2013; de Reuver et al., 2018). The rise of platforms has spurred a 
thriving, generative app economy (Deloitte, 2020; Fürstenau et al., 2023), in which complementors extend the soft-
ware platform with applications and services that cater to a variety of customer needs. However, recent discussions 
spotlight the “dark sides” of platform partnerships, particularly from the vantage point of complementors (Cutolo & 
Kenney, 2021; McIntyre & Srinivasan, 2017; Rietveld & Schilling, 2021). Although there are undeniable success 
stories associated with platform partnerships (Sarker et al., 2012), the large majority of complementors grapple with 
the challenges of distinguishing themselves and their applications from competing app developers and creating a sus-
tainable business (Cutolo & Kenney, 2021). 

Given the large number of third-party applications, platform owners naturally prioritise the overall health of the 
ecosystem, thereby often sidelining the interests of individual complementors (Hurni et al., 2021; Kude et al., 2008; 
Wen & Zhu, 2019). Consistent with this ecosystem orientation (Hurni et al., 2022), prior research has shown that 
platform owners frequently set platform strategies and governance mechanisms without consulting their ecosystem, 
let alone individual complementors (Sahaym et al., 2023; Wareham et al., 2014). These unilateral moves can manifest 
in various ways. Platform owners may, for instance, encroach on markets previously occupied by complementors, if 
such a move aligns with their wider technological and strategic objectives (Eisenmann et al., 2011). They may also 
restrict access to vital resources, for example by severing crucial interpersonal relationships (Huber et al., 2017; 
Hurni et al., 2022). While platform owner moves are usually not specifically targeted at any particular complementor, 
some complementors can become the “collateral damage” of these actions. For instance, when a platform owner 
decides to retire certain APIs, some complementors' products may stop functioning if they relied on these APIs 
(Hurni et al., 2021; Kude et al., 2012). 

Although complementors may have limited influence over the platform owner's decisions, they are independent 
and self-determined organisations, and thus have agency to architect their own fate (Sandberg et al., 2020; 
Tiwana, 2015). In particular, complementors can attempt to cushion adverse effects of platform owner moves by 
engaging in specific responses (Huber et al., 2017; Hurni et al., 2022). For instance, existing studies found that com-

plementors often explore untapped market niches (Wen & Zhu, 2019), advocate for preferential access to the 
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platform owner's resource (Foerderer et al., 2018; Huber et al., 2017, Hurni et al. 2022; Wareham et al., 2014), or 
seek new partnerships with alternative platform owners, that is, engage in multi-homing (Cennamo et al., 2018; 
Hyrynsalmi et al., 2016). Building on this established but scattered knowledge about complementor responses, we 
further explore the intricate dynamics of platform owner moves, the way complementors respond to these moves 
over time, and the implications for complementors' positioning, in terms of a complementor's attributes that define 
the space and role it assumes in one or several platform ecosystems (Wessel et al., 2017). 

Adequately tackling these questions requires careful consideration of extended timeframes and potential path 
dependencies. As platform owner moves often represent changes in strategic direction or platform governance, they 
occur infrequently (Foerderer et al., 2018; Schreieck et al., 2022). Furthermore, not all of these moves unsettle every 
complementor (Hurni et al., 2022), making such destabilising moves even rarer from the perspective of individual 
complementors. Moreover, complementor responses may not be immediate, take time to prepare and carry out, and 
some of their consequences may only become apparent at a later stage. Consequently, it is pivotal to analyse plat-
form owner moves and complementor responses across elongated time spans. This need is underscored by prior 
work that has pointed to path dependencies in the positioning of complementors toward platform owners (Huber 
et al., 2017; Sarker et al., 2012). For instance, while complementors have the capability to evolve their positioning— 
for example, from a more transactional approach to more synergistic co-creation (Huber et al., 2017; Sarker 
et al., 2012)—they cannot reorient immediately because such reorientations hinge on conditions that are difficult to 
meet and accrue in complex historic processes (Huber et al., 2017; Sarker et al., 2012). Therefore, this study pursues 
two goals. First, we aim to conceptualise and empirically explore how complementors respond to platform owner 
moves that destabilise their positioning. Second, our aim is to discern dynamic patterns of responses and understand 
their contributions to the evolution of the complementors' positioning over time. 

To achieve these goals, we conducted a longitudinal case study of four platform partnerships over a total period 
of 14 years (from 2007 to 2021). In this period, all four complementors repeatedly faced the challenge of having to 
respond to platform owner moves. Our findings show that complementors engaged in different responses to these 
moves, which form three dynamic response patterns. Through these response patterns, which we term progressive 
diverging, adaptive oscillating, and persistent insisting, complementors can re-stabilise their positioning, with implica-

tions for their resilience to future platform owner moves. Our process model of complementor positioning has 
important theoretical implications for the literature on platform governance and platform-dependent 
entrepreneurship. 

2 | BACKGROUND  

Research on ecosystems has thrived in recent years leading to a wealth of studies that looked at platform phenomena 
from different angles—including engineering (e.g., Spagnoletti et al., 2015), economics (e.g., Tan et al., 2015), and 
organisational (e.g., de Reuver et al., 2018) perspectives. Our study is in the organisational tradition. Accordingly, we view 
digital platforms as the centre of ecosystems where a large number of relatively small complementors partner with a plat-
form owner to co-create digital innovation (Cennamo & Santalo, 2013; de Reuver  et al.,  2018). This perspective empha-

sises that the process of co-creating digital innovation is considerably more complex than the idea of modularity and the 
associated notion of “plug-and-play” extensibility would suggest. Work in this tradition highlights that co-creation in plat-
form ecosystems goes beyond the mere provision of a modular platform with standardised interfaces. Rather, the com-

plementors and the platform owner have to enact co-innovation practices and they have to coordinate and organise joint 
activities (e.g., Cennamo & Santalo, 2013; Ghazawneh & Henfridsson, 2013; Sarker  et al.,  2012; Wareham et al., 2014). 

Within the organisational tradition of platform ecosystems, there are two separate thematic foci—cooperation 
and competition. Research focusing on cooperation foregrounds the importance of fusing and synergistically combin-

ing the resources possessed and controlled by the platform owner with those of the complementors. Research 
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focusing on competition foregrounds that platform owners and complementors compete for customers, threatening 
complementors' market position. We discuss both perspectives next. 

2.1 | Cooperation perspective: Governing resource access 

The cooperation perspective on platform ecosystems is in the tradition of research on cooperative inter-
organisational arrangements such as joint ventures and strategic partnerships (Ring & van de Ven, 1992). It points to 
the importance of fusing and synergistically combining complementary resources possessed and controlled by inde-
pendent but cooperating organisations (Sarker et al., 2012). Accordingly, research taking the cooperation perspective 
has had a strong interest in the different types of resources and capabilities that platform owner and complementors 
contribute to their partnership (Kude et al., 2012). Platform owners have been shown to provide a variety of differ-
ent technical resources, most importantly the platform itself (Eaton et al., 2015; Ghazawneh & Henfridsson, 2013; 
Kude et al., 2012). Other important technical resources include the interfaces to connect complements to the plat-
form, development and testing environments, as well as technical support (Eaton et al., 2015; Ghazawneh & 
Henfridsson, 2013). Platform owners also provide a range of commercial resources including app stores, market 
research insights, and standardised marketing material (Huber et al., 2017; Hurni et al., 2021), knowledge resources 
such as information portals and personal trainings (Foerderer et al., 2019), and reputational resources such as the 
permission to use the platform owner's logo (Kude et al., 2012). These resources have also been shown to vary sys-
tematically with regard to scalability and value (Foerderer et al., 2019; Huber et al., 2017). For example, a market 
study can be easily used and reused by every member of the ecosystem—it is thus highly scalable—but the fact that 
it is accessible to everyone also reduces its potential to use it as a source of differentiation, thus, limiting its value for 
complementors. By contrast, accessing the advanced technical knowledge of the platform owner's technical support 
team may require intense interpersonal interaction, it is thus a less scalable resource, but its scarcity makes it also 
more valuable. 

The reason why platform owners provide these resources in the first place is the promise of generativity, that is, 
the prospect that complementors will use the resources to create a wide range of unforeseen innovation in terms of 
third-party solutions that serve customer needs not directly addressed by the platform (Boudreau, 2010). Such 
surprising outside innovation is possible because platform partnerships are looser than more traditional inter-
organisational partnerships such as joint ventures (Gawer, 2014). Although complementors sign a developer agree-
ment when they enter a platform partnership (Huber et al., 2017; Sarker et al., 2012), they are not contracted to 
develop a particular app (Gawer, 2014; Tiwana et al., 2010). They are free to use the resources offered by the plat-
form owner as they see fit (Ghazawneh & Henfridsson, 2013; Hurni et al., 2021). Because resources vary regarding 
scalability and scarcity, an important task of the platform owner is to effectively govern resource access, that is, to 
purposefully constrain or enable the complementors' access to ecosystem resources (Huber et al., 2017; Hurni 
et al., 2021). Some openness is needed so that platforms foster generativity. Uncontrolled access to resources, how-

ever, may be problematic as it may make it difficult to build a coherent and scalable platform (Parker & Van 
Alstyne, 2018). Moreover, when governing access to resources, platform owners have to find the right balance 
between nurturing dyadic-level co-created value by pinpointing complementors to just the right resources on the 
one hand, and the additional costs that such targeted one-to-one governance entails on the other hand (Huber 
et al., 2017). 

The primary mechanism to balance these competing demands are partner programs (Wareham et al., 2014)— 
especially in the context of enterprise software platforms (Huber et al., 2017; Hurni et al., 2022; Sarker et al., 2012). 
Partner programs usually define several formal partner levels where partners on higher levels get access to more 
valuable resources, but also have to accept additional obligations. For example, the partner programs of large enter-
prise software companies such as SAP, Oracle, or IBM usually have an entry level that is open to virtually any soft-
ware company, but the resources entry-level partners can access are also fairly standard. As partners move up the 
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pyramid toward first-tier partnerships, the resource access increases, often facilitated through one-to-one personal 
support that platform owners grant at their own discretion (Huber et al., 2017; Hurni et al., 2022). However, such an 
ascension also requires complementors to pass costly certification of products and skills or to surpass certain reve-
nue thresholds. 

2.2 | Competition perspective: Platform owners enter complementor territory 

The competition perspective is interested in questions around the boundaries of the platform itself. This view relaxes 
the assumption of platforms as a stable core and instead acknowledges that the feature set and functionality of a 
platform can expand over time (Hein et al., 2020; Sandberg et al., 2020). As platforms evolve, they can encroach 
upon market spaces previously held by their complementors (Foerderer et al., 2018). Thus, changes in the boundaries 
of the platform are important because they can lead to or intensify overlap with complementor territory, thereby 
increasing dyadic competition. 

Questions around platform boundaries and platform owner entry have been discussed in the economics and IS 
literature under the term platform envelopment (Eisenmann et al., 2011; Hermes et al., 2020). While originally devel-
oped in the context of inter-platform competition, the envelopment concept has more recently been linked to com-

petition between the platform owner and its complementors (Hermes et al., 2020; Zhu & Liu, 2018). A platform 
owner's entry into complementary markets can have different consequences for complementors. For example, if a 
platform owner evolves its platform by integrating new core functionality, this functionality can on the one hand act 
as a basis for complementary innovation (Foerderer et al., 2018). On the other, it may pose a risk to the com-

plementor's existing business model (Hurni et al., 2022). Work in the context of enterprise software platforms has 
shown that platform envelopment may even “render the spoke's solution obsolete” (Kude et al., 2012, p. 262). 

3 | CONCEPTUAL  DEVELOPMENT:  COMPLEMENTOR  RESPONSES  TO  
PLATFORM  OWNER  MOVES  

Prior work on platform ecosystems predominantly subscribed to either the cooperation or the competition perspective. 
We integrate these two research traditions into a move-response framework, which provides the conceptual foundation 
for our empirical exploration. This framework is depicted in Figure 1 and its key components are introduced next. 

Drawing from the cooperation perspective, which emphasises resource access, and the competition perspective, 
which centres on platform expansion, we distinguish between two types of platform owner moves: (1) moves that 
restrict resource access for complementors (Huber et al., 2017; Hurni et al., 2022; Sarker et al., 2012; Wareham 
et al., 2014) and (2) moves that increase competitive overlap between the platform owner and the complementor 
(Foerderer et al., 2018; Hermes et al., 2020). Notably, some platform owner moves may solely impair resource access 
or intensify competition, while others might do both. 

Consistent with the objectives of our study, we focus on platform owner moves that adversely affect com-

plementor positioning. A complementors' positioning is the distinctive space and role a complementor assumes in 
the platform ecosystem and relative to the platform owner (Wessel et al., 2017). It is rooted in the complementors' 
attributes, such as the resources and capabilities they utilise, their product and service offering, and their cost 
structure—and is also shaped by their relationship with external entities, such as the focal platform owner and out-
side actors. Specific platform owner moves can destabilise complementor positioning in different ways. For example, 
if a platform owner withdraws access to a vital resource, then complementors can no longer use this resource in their 
value co-creation, potentially leading to disruptions in their product and service offerings. Conversely, if a platform 
owner move increases competitive overlap, a complementor's solution may become redundant or even obsolete, 
placing the complementor at risk of customer attrition. 
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F IGURE  1  Move-response framework. 

Given the destabilising impacts that platform owner moves exert on complementor positioning, it appears plausi-
ble to infer that complementors will counter moves with responses in an attempt to re-establish value co-creation. 
This is in line with the metaphor of biological ecosystems. Although this metaphor has frequently informed research 
on digital platforms, its specific facet of responses to destabilising events has remained underexplored. In biological 
ecosystems, the responses of organisms cushion perturbations and therefore play a critical role in bolstering ecosys-
tem resilience (Willis et al., 2018). Translating this idea to platform ecosystems, complementors will likely attempt to 
mitigate the unsettling impacts of platform owner moves on their positioning by engaging in a response. Thus, just 
like platform owner moves, complementor responses influence positioning. 

Being self-directed, often entrepreneurial, actors (Huber et al., 2017; Hurni et al., 2022; Sarker et al., 2012), com-

plementors will make autonomous decisions about the nature and direction of their response. Similar to platform 
owner moves, complementor responses may be geared toward competition, in terms of finding new markets for 
existing products and services or exploring an evolution of product or service offerings. Responses may also target 
resource access, in terms of establishing alternative access channels to required resources in order to maintain value 
co-creation or exploring ways to mitigate the need for these specific resources. 

Overall, the move-response framework, illustrated in Figure 1, implies that platform owner moves can destabilise 
the positioning of complementors, prompting complementor responses that attempt to re-stabilise positioning. 
Although complementor responses are reactions to platform owner moves, they are not fully determined by them. 
Instead, self-directed complementors decide how they respond based on both the external challenges presented by 
the platform owner moves and internal factors like their resource endowment and their existing offerings. In what 
follows, the framework will guide our empirical exploration of move-response instances and sets the groundwork for 
understanding long-term response patterns and consequences for complementor positioning. 

4 | METHOD  

4.1 | Longitudinal research design and case context 

Studying how complementors respond to major platform owner moves requires a long observation period for two 
reasons. First, these moves occur infrequently and whether a particular complementor is affected by it depends on 
the specific positioning of that complementor. Thus, platform owner moves and complementor responses occur 
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infrequently over long periods of time. Second, complementor responses will often take time to be put in place and 
show effects. Therefore, move-response patterns cannot be comprehensively captured by an observation period of 
a few months or even a few years but instead call for an unusually long observation period. Accordingly, our goal 
was to ensure that we would be able to follow cases over multiple years and several rounds of data collection. 

For this purpose, we approached complementor organisations that were members of the software ecosystem of 
one of the largest enterprise software firms worldwide, which we refer to as ALPHA. ALPHA offers a large set 
of software solutions, some of them traditionally catered toward specific industries, such as healthcare, automotive, 
or media. Founded in the 1970s, the organisation quickly became a leader in the enterprise software market, mainly 
due to the success of its enterprise resource planning (ERP) system. Since its earlier days, partner firms have played a 
central role for ALPHA. They have long been critical in the sales process and for implementation projects. Neither 
the global sales nor implementation projects could be provided by ALPHA alone—despite its growing sales and con-
sulting divisions. Moreover, partner firms began to offer some of these add-on features as standard software solu-
tions building on ALPHA's enterprise software system. Although partnerships played an important role early on, the 
partnership network was formally implemented around 2005 when ALPHA started to market its systems explicitly as 
software platforms. 

The governance of these partnerships has tremendously changed in the last decades. In particular, the platform 
ecosystem around ALPHA is on a trajectory toward more standardisation. There are two major reasons for this change. 
On the one hand, ALPHA evolved from a relatively regional organisation to a global player with clients all over the 
world, thus calling for a more scalable governance approach for their growing network of complementors. For example, 
over the years, ALPHA has gradually introduced formal partnership programs with a partner management organisation. 
The partnership managers working for this organisation were initially located at ALPHA's headquarters and offered 
access to a considerable personal network within ALPHA. Over time, the official partnership management organisation, 
especially for lower-level partnerships, has increasingly been shifted to call centres in remote locations. 

On the other hand, technological trends have made the system more modular and there seems to be a general 
tendency to a reduced need for informal, personal coordination. Most notably, whereas clients used to install enter-
prise software on their servers on premises, customer firms are increasingly relying on standardised cloud solutions, 
which run on remote servers and are offered and used over the Internet (see also Schreieck et al., 2022). Therefore, 
ALPHA increasingly offers its solutions as a web-based software service. Although the shift has opened new oppor-
tunities for third-party applications, it has also reduced the general amount of informal, personal coordination when 
developing add-on functionality. 

In selecting cases from ALPHA's ecosystem, one risk was that complementors would drop out from our sample 
before platform owner moves and responses could be observed, for example, by going out of business. This was 
avoided by selecting complementor companies that were somewhat established in their respective niche and had 
partnered with ALPHA for several years. We selected four complementor companies, which we refer to as 
MACHINE, ARCHIVE, PIM, and MEDIA. Over the course of the study period, all four complementors were adversely 
affected by and responded to several platform owner moves. Overall, we were able to study the responses of 
ARCHIVE, PIM, and MEDIA over a period of 14 years (i.e., 2007–2021) and the responses of MACHINE over a 
period of six years1 (2007–2013). Table 1 briefly summarises key information about the four complementors. 

4.2 | Data collection 

Consistent with our interest in complementor responses, our data collection focused on the perspective of complementors. 
Accordingly, in-depth interviews with key informants from the four complementors represent our main data source. In line 
with our focus on major responses to important platform owner moves, our goal was to select high-level executives with a 

1MACHINE abandoned ALPHA's ecosystem after six years (see Section 5 for details). 
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long tenure and birds-eye view on key developments as our interviewees. Accordingly, from each complementor we inter-
viewed the key executive in charge of developing responses to moves of the platform owner. This included CEOs, founders, 
and division heads. To get a full picture of the organisations, we also interviewed additional interview partners in two of the 
four complementor organisations (see Table 1). All interviews, except for the last round, were conducted in person and 
included visits to the company sites. The last round of interviews in 2021 was conducted via video calls. 

To be able to capture move-response dynamics that stretch over long periods and to minimise recall bias, we 
interviewed these key informants at several points in time. For ARCHIVE, PIM, and MEDIA, we conducted inter-
views at five different points in time, summing up to six interviews for ARCHIVE and PIM and eight interviews for 
MEDIA.2 For MACHINE—the complementor that terminated the formal partnership with ALPHA—we conducted 
four interviews at three different times. In total, we conducted 24 interviews between 2007 and 2021 as shown in 
Table 2.3 Interviews were recorded and transcribed,4 lasted between 45 and 90 min, and followed an interview 
guideline covering questions related to the types of platform owner moves that had occurred in the past or since the 
last interview, how the complementors had reacted to them, and information on how moves and responses affected 
the positioning of complementors. 

Even though this study is first and foremost interested in the perspective of complementors, we also collected 
internal documents from ALPHA (e.g., ecosystem-wide documents such as the partnership charter, code of conduct, 
standard partner contract, and information provided through online partner portals) as well as publicly available doc-

TABLE  1  Overview of complementors and interviewees. 

Additional Observation 
Complementor (Initial) core business Key informant interviewees period 

MACHINE Integration between ALPHA's 
system and various machines (e.g., 
vending machines) 

CEO n.a 2007–2013 

ARCHIVE Extension of ALPHA's system 
through functionality related to 
data archiving 

Partnership and 
international 
sales manager 

n.a. 2007–2021 

PIM Product information management 
systems for cross-media 
publishing 

Founder and CEO Sales director 2007–2021 

MEDIA Extension of ALPHA's systems Head of product Head of industry 2007–2021 
through functionality and services development solutions, head of 
related to the newspaper marketing, head of 
publishing industry media solutions 

TABLE  2  Number and time of interviews. 

Complementor 

MACHINE 

ARCHIVE 

PIM  

MEDIA 

2007/2008 

2 

2 

2 

3 

2009 

1 

1 

1 

1 

2013 

1 

1 

1 

1 

2016 

1 

1 

2 

2021 

1 

1 

1 

Sum 

4 

6 

6 

8 

24 

2Some interviews at MEDIA were held in joint sessions with multiple interview partners. 
3The interviewee had left ARCHIVE before the last interview, but could still respond to questions about moves, responses, and consequences at ARCHIVE 
in the previous years. 
4We conducted and transcribed the interviews in the local language. The quotes used in the results section were translated to English by the authors. 
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uments that reported about ALPHA's moves (trade press articles, press releases, etc.). This data provided us with a 
rich and differentiated understanding of platform owner moves and was used to triangulate information gleaned 
from our interviews. In addition, we systematically recorded key financial (i.e., revenue, growth, profits) and 
organisational metrics (i.e., number of employees and acquisitions) on ALPHA for each year from 2006 to 2021 to 
get a general idea of how the platform owner's market position evolved over time. One author attended a one-day 
event at the occasion of ARCHIVE's 25th company anniversary, where key executives from ARCHIVE gave insights 
into milestones in ARCHIVE's history as an organisation and partner of ALPHA. 

4.3 | Data analysis 

4.3.1 | Establishing reliability and validity 

Throughout the analysis, we applied several strategies to increase richness, reliability, and validity of the analysis. 
First, to eliminate misunderstandings and increase external validity, interviewees checked and confirmed the content 
of the initial set of transcribed interviews (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Second, to validate and enrich our understand-
ing of platform owner moves, we triangulated data gleaned from interviews with information from documents 
(Yin, 2013). Third, the two researchers met regularly in in-person workshops and phone calls to cross-validate inter-
pretations and refine emerging concepts and categories (Boyatzis, 1998; Miles & Huberman, 1994). 

4.3.2 | Units of analysis 

Each of the four investigated partner dyads contained multiple move-response instances that serve as embedded 
units of analysis for this study (Yin, 2013). Already during data collection, we used the broad distinction between 
platform owner moves and complementor responses to record major dynamics taking place in each dyad. As our data 
became more complete and our analysis more sophisticated, we were able to identify 21 move-response instances 
spread over the four partner dyads giving us the opportunity for systematic comparisons across cases and over time. 
This research design also enabled the analysis of “natural experiments” (Lee, 1989) that is, situations in which differ-
ent complementors responded to similar platform owner moves (e.g., moves related to ALPHA's efforts to increas-
ingly standardise platform governance) but in different ways and with different consequences. 

4.3.3 | Coding and category refinement 

We followed an iterative approach that moved back and forth between existing literature, data analysis, and theory-
building through multiple, interdependent steps of concept and category development (Boyatzis, 1998; Yin, 2013). 
We started our analysis by recording all relevant data into timelines enabling a structured historical reconstruction of 
each case's key events, history, and evolution (Langley, 1999). For this purpose, we applied descriptive codes to our 
source material and immersed ourselves in the data by reading and re-reading the source material. During this analy-
sis step, we converged on key events, when they took place, and how they affected the four dyadic partnerships, 
resulting in a case write-up that remained close to the data (Miles & Huberman, 1994). With these detailed timelines 
established, we then proceeded to a formal data coding phase. 

In our first round of coding, we used the concepts of platform owner moves, complementor responses, and com-

plementor positioning as sensitising devices. Derived from the cooperation and the competition perspectives (see 
sections 2.1. and 2.2.), these three concepts served as literature-informed up-front codes (Boyatzis, 1998). Given our 
study's objective of unpacking the intricate relationships between platform owner moves, complementor responses, 
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and complementor positioning, we approached our data corpus with the goal of developing a more nuanced coding 
scheme tailored to the unique characteristics of our cases but also informed by existing literature (Boyatzis, 1998). 
Through this abductive concept refinement process (Boyatzis, 1998), we delineated two categories of platform 
owner moves (restricting access to platform resources and increasing competitive overlap) and complementor 
responses (re-adjusting competitive overlap and re-gaining resource access). 

For platform owner moves, the two categories restricting access to platform resources and increasing competi-

tive overlap largely align with our literature-based understanding of cooperation and competition between platform 
owners and complementors. For complementor responses, a more nuanced coding scheme emerged from our empir-

ical analysis. We found complementors to venture into new markets either within the focal ecosystem or beyond. 
Those choosing to remain within the focal ecosystem refine their offerings to better cater to their existing clientele, 
tap into different customer segments, or expand into new geographic regions (Sandberg et al., 2020; Tiwana, 2015). 
On the other hand, complementors diversify beyond their “home” ecosystem by adapting their solutions to cater to 
users of various platforms (Cennamo et al., 2018; Hyrynsalmi et al., 2016). Furthermore, complementors restore 
resource access by establishing alternative, and occasionally unofficial, channels, effectively bypassing imposed 
restrictions (Foerderer et al., 2019; Huber et al., 2017; Hurni et al., 2022). Complementors also develop access to a 
different set of resources (Huber et al., 2017; Hurni et al., 2022). For example, we found complementors to elevate 
their partnership tier within the primary ecosystem (Sarker et al., 2012; Wareham et al., 2014) or turn to resources 
provided by another platform owner (Cennamo et al., 2018; Hyrynsalmi et al., 2016). 

As we scrutinised the consequences of moves and responses for the positioning of complementors, we noticed 
differing timescales of impact. Platform owner moves had immediate effects in that they destabilised the current 
complementor positioning, that is, complementors experienced restrictions in their ability to co-create value based 
on current platform-related resources and their existing product/service offering (Huber et al., 2017). Related 
responses led to immediate extra costs for creating workarounds and initiating changes to their positioning (Huber 
et al., 2017). For example, a platform owner move can limit the added value of a complementor's solution and a com-

plementor may respond by beginning to develop new markets, for example, a geographic region where the platform 
owner is less active, leading to extra costs. 

Conversely, some impacts emerged or accrued over longer durations and were tied to long-term patterns of 
complementor responses rather than isolated move-response pairs. These long-term impacts altered the com-

plementor positioning, in terms of changing the complementor's cost structure, product and service offering, depen-
dence on platform owner, and platform-related resources. For example, over several years, certain complementors 
became increasingly dependent on the platform owner, while others diversified their product and service offerings 
to explore adjacent markets, thereby becoming less dependent. This observation led to our differentiation between 
direct, destabilising effects on complementor positioning and protracted consequences for complementor position-
ing. Table 3 offers definitions and codes for the categories of platform owner moves, complementor responses, and 
consequences for complementor positioning. 

4.3.4 | Exploring response archetypes and dynamic patterns 

The final step of our data analysis focused on discerning empirical regularities linking platform owner moves, com-

plementor responses, and complementor positioning (Boyatzis, 1998). For this purpose, we engaged in comparative 
analysis techniques leveraging tables and visual displays for systematic comparisons across cases and over time 
(Miles & Huberman, 1994). Our intent was twofold. First, we aimed to synthesise the empirically identified com-

plementor responses into a collection of archetypes. This process resulted in three response archetypes, which we 
term insist, pivot, and detach. Second, we aimed at distilling relationships between moves, response archetypes, and 
complementor positioning. During this analysis, it became evident that there was no strict one-to-one correspon-
dence between platform owner move and response archetype. However, discernible relationships between the 
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TABLE  3  Concepts, definitions, and codes. 

Concept Definitions Codes 

Platform 
owner move 

Complementor 
response 

Complementor 
positioning 

Increasing competitive overlap, that is, the 
platform owner enters the territory of 
complementors and/or intensifies dyadic-
level competition between platform owner 
and complementor (based on Foerderer 
et al., 2018; Hermes et al., 2020) 

Restricting resource access, that is, the platform 
owner reduces the number and/or scope of 
resources that a complementor can access 
and dispose of (based on Huber et al., 2017; 
Hurni et al., 2022; Sarker et al., 2012; 
Wareham et al., 2014) 

Re-adjusting competitive overlap, that is, 
complementor activities to change their field 
of activity in reaction to a platform owner 
move (Sandberg et al., 2020; Tiwana, 2015) 

Re-gaining resource access, that is, complementor 
activities to restore access to resources or 
replace current access channels with new 
ones in reaction to a platform owner move 
(Foerderer et al., 2018; Huber et al., 2017; 
Hurni et al., 2022) 

Direct, destabilising effects on complementor 
positioning denote the immediate impacts of a 
platform owner move on a complementor's 
ability to co-create value based on its 
platform-related resources and existing 
product/service offering and the incurring 
costs for ad-hoc measures as well as for 
initiating the re-stabilisation of the 
complementor positioning (Huber 
et al., 2017). 

� Platform owner enters the horizontal or 
vertical niche of the complementor 

� Platform owner acquires a competitor of the 
complementor 

� Platform owner attempts to conduct a 
specific customer project with own 
development and implementation workforce 
rather than leaving the project to a 
complementor 

� Platform owner reduces or suppresses 
formal access to resources 

� Platform owner reduces or suppresses 
access to informal network 

� Platform owner reduces or suppresses 
access to product interfaces or foundational 
functionality 

� Complementor compensates in the same 
market through product evolution or 
intensified sales activities 

� Complementor focuses on another market 
within the same ecosystem through re-
adjusting the geographical focus/target 
clients or through developing new/entirely 
re-designed products 

� Complementor shifts to a different 
ecosystem by focusing on clients of another 
platform owner with a similar similar/ 
different product or within a similar/ 
different geographical market 

� Complementor obtains formal access to 
other resources in another ecosystem or 
different partner program/level 

� Complementor informally obtains access to 
same/other resources within the focal 
ecosystem or to other resource outside the 
focal ecosystem 

� Complementor shifts to another platform as 
foundation of its solutions 

� Inability to co-create value because of lost 
access to ecosystem resources 

� Customers abandon complementor product/ 
service 

� Costs related to formation and evolution of 
the formal partnership 

� Costs related to formation of personal 
network ties 

� Costs related to knowledge accumulation 
� Costs related to product evolution or 

development 

(Continues) 
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TABLE  3  (Continued) 

Concept Definitions 

Protracted consequences for complementor 
positioning refer to the emerging or accruing 
implications that are tied to long-term 
response patterns, altering the 
complementor's positioning in terms of its 
cost structure, product and service offering, 
dependence on platform owner, and 
platform-related resources (Wessel 
et al., 2017). 

Codes 

Cost structure 
� Costs for maintenance of interpersonal 

relationships 
� Costs related to formal partner program 
Product and service offering 
� Products/service offering is increasingly 

specific to a niche 
� Product/service offering diversified within 

focal ecosystem 
� Product/service offering diversified 

beyond focal ecosystem 
Dependence on platform owner 
� Growing one-sided dependence on focal 

platform owner or other platform owners 
� Decreasing one-sided dependence on 

focal platform owner or other platform 
owners 

Platform-related resources 
� Platform-related resources are increasingly 

narrow/focused/specific to a niche (e.g., 
deep expertise about particular niche) 

� Platform-related resources are portable 
(e.g., from one platform to the other) 

� Platform-related resources are broadening 
within or beyond focal ecosystems (e.g., 
expertise about new customer groups or 
geographies) 

moves, complementor responses, and complementor positioning became apparent when examining sequences of 
interconnected responses spanning extended periods of time. Thus, our final phase of theoretical development 
focused on unpacking these long-term response patterns and elucidating their theoretical role (Langley, 1999). This 
resulted in the classification of three dynamic patterns, which we term progressive diverging, adaptive oscillating, and 
persistent insisting. Our analysis further reveals how these intricate response patterns influence shifts in com-

plementor positioning and help build resilience against future platform owner moves. We synthesise these insights 
in our process model of complementor positioning in platform ecosystems. 

5 | RESULTS  

5.1 | Platform owner moves and complementor responses at PIM and MACHINE 

In what follows, we present detailed insights into two of the four cases, that is, PIM and MACHINE. In the case of 
PIM, despite major challenges, the partnership and also PIM itself were successful and PIM generally followed the 
trajectory of ALPHA to standardise and scale the network. Whereas PIM's success largely depended on its strong 
personal ties with ALPHA at the outset, toward the end PIM seemed less dependent on ALPHA, but still provided 
valuable add-on functionality for ALPHA's customers. By contrast, the partnership with MACHINE did not adapt to 
the evolving nature of the platform ecosystem. Although MACHINE was innovative and was working together with 
ALPHA on cutting-edge topics, its strong position at the beginning did not carry over as ALPHA standardised and 
scaled its partner network. MACHINE terminated the partnership in the process of our data collection. 
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We selected the cases of PIM and MACHINE because their contrast serves to illustrate key differences with 
regard to the response patterns analysed in our data. In this section, we use rich case narratives to unpack the full 
spectrum and complex dynamics (Langley, 1999) of platform owner moves and complementor responses from these 
two cases. In the cross-case analysis, we present summary evidence on all 21 move-response instances from our four 
cases. 

5.1.1 | PIM 

PIM was founded in 1999 and quickly established itself as an important player in the emerging field of product infor-
mation management software. The original focus of PIM's solution was to create an integrated data base with prod-
uct data and use it for cross-media publishing in various outlets. Initially, the focus was on the creation of catalogues 
and leaflets, but increasingly shifted to online channels on company websites. PIM was linked to ALPHA from early 
on. On the one hand, the main private investor of PIM used to have a leading role at ALPHA. On the other hand, 
PIM's headquarters were geographically close to ALPHA. ALPHA's managing director (MD) noted: 

“Being located in close proximity to ALPHA is, of course, important for us. I believe you can't under-
estimate these aspects, because communicative need for coordination, that's huge. That's why for us 
it's relatively easy to handle.” 

The personal links helped PIM to establish the formal partnership with ALPHA relatively quickly and receive the 
respective certifications. However, the MD stressed that the formal partnership and certification and even potential 
future steps like being on ALPHA's price list “don't help much if there is no demand for your topic.” This was particu-
larly challenging for PIM because the product category—product information management solutions—was not yet 
clearly established. 

“A key problem is the lack of clarity in the market, and the resulting sales costs” (MD). 

This is where the partnership with ALPHA helped PIM immensely. On the one hand, the partnership with ALPHA 
was valuable for PIM because of ALPHA's reputation, which was particularly important for a young and small soft-
ware company like PIM. On the other hand, there was a natural complementarity between PIM and some subunits 
of ALPHA. Most notably, the product and sales teams in the domains of product life cycle management and master 
data management had a strong interest to work with PIM as PIM's software filled a gap in ALPHA's portfolio and the 
ability to offer PIM's solution as a complement helped ALPHA's teams in customer situations. 

Despite these strong ties between PIM and ALPHA and the initial successes, a move by ALPHA dramatically 
changed the situation early in the partnership. ALPHA acquired another company that had a solution in the context 
of product information management. Even though this solution was not the reason why ALPHA acquired the com-

pany, it still turned ALPHA and PIM into competitors with overlapping offerings. 

“That makes for a very unpleasant situation. The market does not fully understand what's going on, 
because in part we are in competition with ALPHA, and in part we are collaborating with ALPHA” (MD). 

Interestingly, PIM's MD saw this move by ALPHA less as a competitive threat, because he was convinced that the 
product management information solution that ALPHA obtained through the acquisition was not comparable to 
PIM's solution. Still, he acknowledged that “unfortunately, this company also covers our niche, and ALPHA now has 
a solution available, even though a small one, and they cannot simply throw this away.” The main consequence for 
PIM was that it “makes it very, very difficult to build a real strategic partnership where you approach the market 
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together.” Most notably, given that ALPHA's units were supposed to rely on ALPHA's own solutions, the acquisition 
was basically a “showstopper” (MD) for joint initiatives. 

PIM responded to this move by trying to recoup the anticipated losses. Specifically, PIM personnel approached 
and tried to convince other subunits within ALPHA's organisation of the superiority of PIM's solution. In particular, 
whereas PIM experienced some roadblocks in ALPHA's headquarters, the MD explained that PIM intensified interac-
tions with ALPHA's units internationally: 

“What we do to keep this going is that we are very active internationally. Recently, I had visits to indi-
viduals responsible for this topic [within ALPHA] in the USA, in Japan, [in China and neighboring mar-

kets], and in Singapore for the entire Asian region, in order to promote our solutions within the 
ALPHA network. And to see what their view is, whether they should rely on a proven solution and 
collaboration for the topics product information management and cross-media publishing, or to push 
forward their own solution. The goal was to do promotion for us” (MD). 

The MD explained that ALPHA periodically engages in a… 

“…white spot analysis, where the business teams have to decide whether the topic is a white spot or 
whether ALPHA does have a solution. This white spot analysis is currently not favorable for us, 
because they bought something. And now we have to work on this and tell them: ‘Guys, this is only 
theoretically a product. That's not ready to be used in practice. There may be three to four references, 
but these don't really exist, forget about it.’ This is the line of reasoning we are currently working on.” 

Both the MD and the sales director were aware of PIM's dependency on ALPHA: 

“If you have really dedicated your products specifically to one large partner, you become dependent. 
And once this stops working, it quickly turns into an existential threat” (MD). 

The activities to build ties with other subunits of ALPHA were successful to some extent, and PIM was able to con-
tinue to co-create some value despite the new competitive situation. However, this came at substantial costs: 

“It's a lot of persuasion effort… It really takes perseverance. This can take several years, and you have 
to stay on the ball to get to something.” (MD) 

Yet, the MD considered these activities as very important because “if you don't have the sales teams on your side, if 
you are only listed somewhere, nothing happens. If the salesperson rather sells another 100 consulting days to code 
something instead of recommending your solution.” 

After some time, it became clear that ALPHA's acquired solution in the area of product information management 
could not be turned into a successful offering: 

“This company was not acquired because of its product information management solution. And dur-
ing the last two years, it became clear that ALPHA has not managed to push this side topic into the 
markets and that there are technical difficulties. This led again to intensify the exchanges with us.” 

The initial idea was to create a close sales partnership where ALPHA's sales force would sell PIM's solution. Whereas 
ALPHA's product development teams wanted to push for an internal solution, the sales teams had an urgent need to 
offer to ALPHA's clients a high-quality solution for product information management—an area which was of increas-
ing importance. Based on increasing sales pressure, ALPHA decided to formalise a sales partnership and even pon-
dered the idea of a takeover: 
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“However, then things turned out differently once more. The sales forecasts of ALPHA's sales organi-
zation for this solution were so high that ALPHA changed the strategy again and decided that it's nec-
essary to consider an acquisition and not just a collaboration.” 

Despite serious considerations, the process came to a halt at some point for two main reasons. On the one hand, 
ALPHA realised “that the entire area product information management/cross-media publishing is not cleanly struc-
tured within ALPHA” (MD). On the other hand, according to PIM's MD, the financial crisis weighed heavily, and 
ALPHA's leadership decided that radical cost cutting was needed. As a result of this move to stop the contemplated 
acquisition of PIM, collaboration was reduced to a minimum. ALPHA engaged in re-organising its internal units con-
cerned with product information management and also replaced the respective leadership teams. 

PIM responded to this new situation by again pivoting regarding the subunits within ALPHA with which they 
could interact and co-create value. PIM was open to explore new opportunities, and it quickly turned out that the 
e-business/e-commerce unit within ALPHA was a good fit: 

“With them we work together very well. As opposed to this other segment [master data management] 
they don't have a strategy discussion right now, they can just collaborate with us. They don't have their 
own product that would be in competition with us. ALPHA has one, but this area doesn't. That's an 
important difference. They are interested in our products, our solution is cheaper than ALPHA's… So 
this is going well, we have done several projects with several customers together” (MD). 

PIM also continued to collaborate with the master data management unit—that is, the unit whose restructuring had 
been partly responsible for stopping the acquisition talks—albeit at a smaller scale. 

“We now also work well with the original MDM [master data management] unit on a small scale. They 
are currently not that interested in these topics—cross-media publishing/product information man-

agement [due to the ongoing organisational restructuring]—and they generously pass over leads. 
Through all the interaction that has happened last year [when an acquisition was considered] this is 
well established, the individuals know each other very well on a personal level [individuals at the 
operational level who are still there].” 

Around the same time, another change for the partnership dynamics was the induction of ALPHA's new CEO, who 
had a critical stance toward close collaboration with smaller partners. This had important implications for PIM. 

“I am still somewhat skeptical because ALPHA has a new CEO, who is much more EBIT-focused and 
more stringent and puts emphasis on attending to rules. A product partner, if it is supposed to be a 
closer partnership, now has to be present globally. It must have sales and consulting subsidiaries in 
the most important markets worldwide. ALPHA is not really interested anymore in local partners. 
In this regard, PIM is too small” (MD). 

PIM was careful not to raise new concerns, so they responded by trying to evade ALPHA's move. On the one hand, 
PIM started to venture beyond ALPHA's platform: 

“I am not sure if we had this already when we talked last time, but we are now also supporting 
[ALPHA competitor]'s platform…That was really necessary because [ALPHA competitor] is gaining 
ground in the enterprise context” (MD). 

On the other hand, the MD explained that PIM decided to “deliberately keep this [their partnership with ALPHA] 
low profile. We deliberately don't want to bring this to attention at higher levels. We do have the contacts, but we 
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don't do it. Because we don't want the discussions to start again. Because we don't want this internal product infor-
mation management/cross-media publishing solution to interfere” (MD). 

By doing this, PIM was able to keep costs related to the partnership with ALPHA and co-created value at rea-
sonable levels for some time. However, a few years later, the collaboration based on the e-business and e-commerce 
solution slowed down. PIM's MD explained that the solution was simply not that good anymore: 

“It [ALPHA's e-commerce solution] is somewhat cumbersome and visually not appealing. So, it is gen-
erally not that salable. That's why the integration with our solution is not that helpful, it's even a bur-
den for our salespeople.” 

Soon after, ALPHA fixed its weakness in the e-commerce space by acquiring a larger provider of e-commerce soft-
ware. This, again, challenged the partnership with PIM. On the one hand, the question of acquiring PIM re-surfaced. 
The acquired e-commerce company “was interested in the immediate, rapid acquisition of PIM right after the com-

pany was acquired. The founder and CEO [of the acquired company] contacted us: ‘One question: How much do 
you want?’” In the end, an acquisition was not considered further “due to the same topics and political conflicts [that 
had undermined PIM's acquisition earlier]” (MD). Still, the acquisition of this new e-commerce company created 
quite some turmoil. On the one hand, even though offerings of the newly acquired company had some overlap with 
the features offered by PIM, there was a clear communication that ALPHA would not consider the topic of product 
information management further: 

“Also toward our current customers, who, for example, have both components [PIM's and the newly 
acquired company's] and wanted to know how they should react. If they [ALPHA] would replace PIM 
and put everything into [the newly acquired company's system] or what they have planned. In an 
untypical way for ALPHA, they said relatively clearly: 'The product information management topic, 
forget about it! We do e-commerce.'” 

On the other hand, the experiences from the acquisition ALPHA had done a few years earlier still weighed heavily. 

“This can change when it comes to the details, we know them long enough now. At the management 
level, this is the focus, like it was communicated originally [for the earlier acquisition]… But of course, 
on the street [i.e., in the field], there may be people that run in a different direction. A company has 
been bought, that company has a sales organization that has been active in that direction for several 
years—they are not going to stop everything from one day to the next.” 

PIM's response to this new turmoil was relatively calm and serene. 

“I think one has to say that we have developed a somewhat detached position. We have learned that 
an acquisition by ALPHA doesn't necessarily mean much. First, there is a lot of buzz, but over time, in 
such a big corporation, these things fizzle out” (MD). 

Generally, PIM took a wait-and-see position toward ALPHA: 

“Of course, it is about staying on good terms and keeping options open. Nobody knows what's going 
to happen in the future… For example, something like [new ALPHA technology] or a gap in the con-
text of [newly acquired company] or something else, and someone is going to jump at that. And 
before someone else jumps at that, we have to be there. That's what it's always about, but right now 
there is nothing.” 
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Moreover, PIM began to further detach itself from the clear focus on ALPHA to reduce dependence. On the one 
hand, there was still a clear focus on ALPHA: 

“The thing is: 70% of our home market is ALPHA and the IT departments are very ALPHA-driven. 
They just want to see: Does this solution work with ALPHA? And we have this story on the personal 
side, with [person with former leading role at ALPHA] as part of our investors and because we per-
sonally know all the people.” 

On the other hand, PIM was very open to work based on other enterprise software platforms and also did so 
successfully: 

“That's going very well, yes. We have many mixed scenarios, that doesn't matter at all. We have the 
interfaces to the other systems and it really doesn't make a difference… In fact, there is no technical 
advantage. Technically, we could offer [ALPHA competitor] systems. [Other ALPHA competitor] sys-
tems are just as good as ALPHA systems” (MD). 

This approach seemed successful for ALPHA as the company was growing, both nationally and internationally, and 
had established itself as one of the leading players in the field of product information management systems. 

5.1.2 | MACHINE 

MACHINE has been a partner of ALPHA since 2005, soon after the company was founded. Although there was sub-
stantial fluctuation among the employees, the number of employees was around 15–25 along the six years during 
which we followed MACHINE (2007–2013). During the studied time period, MACHINE could be characterised as a 
highly innovative software company in the sense that it was on several occasions working on topics before they 
became mainstream. For example, the company's focus at the outset was to connect machines, such as vending 
machines or wind turbines, with ALPHA's key system. In other words, Internet of Things and big data were discussed 
at MACHINE before they received widespread attention. The CEO noted that early on, “ensuring the transfer of 
large amounts of data was the biggest challenge from a technical perspective.” Later on, again rather early, 
MACHINE turned to topics such as the use of mobile technology and smart phones at the workplace and 
electromobility. 

From MACHINE's establishment on, the ties with ALPHA were very strong. MACHINE's main office was in a 
university town not far from ALPHA's headquarters, where ALPHA's research unit was located. MACHINE had 
a technical advisory council which featured two prominent individuals, the former long-term head of ALPHA's 
research unit and a prominent professor of computer science who was known for having a strong industry network, 
including ALPHA and many of its clients. MACHINE's CEO explained that although the information portals offered 
by ALPHA to its partners “are very good and comprehensive,” he highlighted the great importance of personal 
contacts: 

“We obtain the useful knowledge through personal contacts. ALPHA's employees and ours know 
each other and if there is a problem, our people call their peers at ALPHA and say: We have a prob-
lem, could you please help us?” 

Most notably, he stressed that “we have very good personal contacts to the research division. If we have a techno-
logical problem, we ask ALPHA's people if they can help us. It's as if you ask a colleague within MACHINE.” Based 
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on these networks, MACHINE and ALPHA were successfully co-creating value, for example, through collaborating in 
joint software development or sales initiatives. 

While the partnership seemed on a good trajectory and bound to grow further in the early years, ALPHA made a 
move to substantially slow down the growing value co-creation with MACHINE. While MACHINE was willing to and 
indeed did invest more into the partnership with ALPHA—most notably in terms of acquiring know-how specific to 
ALPHA and its enterprise platforms—these increasing investments were not reciprocated by ALPHA. Specifically, 
despite MACHINE's strong personal links to ALPHA, the CEO increasingly felt that getting specific information in 
advance, such as about new products at ALPHA, was difficult: 

“Nobody is going to tell you these things, because that would be complicated, as there are so many 
ALPHA partners, so they cannot serve these things to one partner on a plate. The other partners 
wouldn't find that very funny.” 

Still the CEO expressed that “more marketing support [from ALPHA] would be desirable.” One specific wish that the 
CEO had noted was to be officially listed on ALPHA's price list, which would have meant that ALPHA's sales force 
would have been able to directly offer MACHINE's solutions to clients. But again, the CEO realised that this is a very 
distant possibility, as all partners ask the same questions: 

“Is our product going to be on your price list next week? When is your sales force going to sell our 
product? And can you tell us when ALPHA is going to acquire us? Especially the last one with a bit of 
irony, but you can imagine that if 2,000 partners are asking these questions, it's not a serious option 
for ALPHA.” 

MACHINE's CEO stated that ALPHA lacked the necessary interest in the domain to provide more specific support 
and engage in more intensive value co-creation: 

“Vending [machines] is not the right area for that. The number and volume of projects are not big 
enough. It's going to be difficult to go higher [in terms of partner level].” 

As a result of ALPHA's move to restrict access to more resources, MACHINE tried to diversify and reduce the depen-
dence on ALPHA to sell its adapters. This was done in two main ways. First, MACHINE entered a new, at the time 
innovative, domain—mobile applications. In particular, MACHINE developed solutions for car-sharing and for 
time keeping in organisations. Importantly, while some of these new mobile applications, such as car-sharing, were 
relatively far away from ALPHA's solutions, MACHINE's goal at this stage was not to move away from ALPHA: 

“For us this is not about car-sharing solutions, but about the technology that is in between. We have 
called it the mediation layer. Once we have this mediation layer, we can develop solutions for iPhone, 
Google, or Symbian, and can connect these to different applications [from ALPHA] by just linking the 
services to the mediation layer.” 

Second, MACHINE was looking for new sources of funding and more predictability. This was done through applying 
for publicly funded projects in the context of green mobility and mobility for the elderly. While ALPHA's research 
unit was involved in these publicly funded projects at the beginning, the goal now was also to “establish partnerships 
with other firms” (CEO). 

As a result of ALPHA's move to restrict additional resource access and MACHINE's response to diversify, the 
co-created value between ALPHA and MACHINE stagnated. At the same time, costs for product development and 
knowledge accumulation remained high. While scalability and efficiency increased through ALPHA's introduction of 
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an online store for third-party software, this online store did not help MACHINE reduce costs. According to the 
CEO, the main reason for this was the following: 

“Our vending adapter is never sold by itself, but always as part of a larger project with other compo-

nents. This is why it cannot be handled, managed, sold through the [online store]… For us, this is 
purely a marketing instrument. People find information [about MACHINE] if they look for it” (CEO). 

The partnership was shaken up again at a later stage through a move by ALPHA that substantially increased direct 
competition with MACHINE. As mobile applications became more mainstream, this field became increasingly inter-
esting for ALPHA and the platform owner started to offer own mobile solutions. After its shift from adapters con-
necting ALPHA's systems to machines toward mobile applications, MACHINE was among the first to develop mobile 
solutions based on ALPHA's systems. 

“For example, we developed a time management system based on ALPHA's platform for the iPhone. 
The idea was to enable consultants to do their project billing based on that. It was integrated with 
ALPHA's HR management module, and it worked perfectly fine. And we had several conversations 
with ALPHA to bring this solution to clients” (CEO). 

However, even before ALPHA introduced its own solutions, ALPHA took steps to dramatically reduce access to its 
resources—in this case in terms of sales support: 

“We had clear agreements. And then they said: ‘That's not possible right now, we cannot approach 
this customer right now, let us go to that one. No, that's not possible either, let us try in two weeks, 
or let us try in two months. And now we have this event, we have to wait for that.’ And then came 
the news: ALPHA has its own [mobile] time management system. And I thought to myself: Ok, that 
must have been the reason. This is a type of behavior where I thought that's simply not ok!” (CEO). 

In response to ALPHA's entry into the mobile space, MACHINE tried to leverage its good relationship with ALPHA 
to find a solution. 

“The market would have been large enough, there are so many consulting firms… We could have eas-
ily shared this market. We could have done this in a more collaborative way” (CEO). 

However, finding such a collaborative solution was difficult for MACHINE because their counterparts were not dedi-
cated personal contacts: 

“The contacts were responsible for the whole mobile area [at ALPHA] at the time. We were directed 
to the sales organization by them, and then we had these sales contacts. I had meetings with them 
where we discussed how we proceed, when we make appointments [with potential clients], what we 
do” (CEO). 

Generally, it was difficult for MACHINE to establish personal networks in the mobile space, because “after two or 
three meetings we had a personal relationship, and the next time they said: ‘I am not responsible for this anymore, 
you have to ask this or that person’” (CEO). Thus, MACHINE's response to ALPHA's move to enter into the mobile 
space was to try to re-establish and leverage personal networks, which led to substantial costs for MACHINE. 
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One particular reason why MACHINE had to re-build a new personal network was that around the same time, 
ALPHA restructured its research division, which dramatically decreased MACHINE's access to important contacts 
and resources: 

“In the meantime, the research division has more or less vanished into thin air. It only exists in bits 
and pieces, in part it has been restructured, in part it still exists, and in part nobody really 
knows” (CEO). 

Over the course of the partnership the negative moves added up: First, MACHINE's discontinuation of its original 
adapter solution, then the competitive move and non-collaborative behaviour with regard to the mobile applications, 
and then the restructuring and partial dissolvement of the research division—where MACHINE had its most impor-

tant personal contacts and collaboration partners within ALPHA. After this barrage of destabilising moves, MACHINE 
decided to terminate the partnership with ALPHA: 

“The current status is that roughly one year ago, we have officially ended the partnership with 
ALPHA, in the sense that we are not a certified partner of ALPHA anymore… We have decided to not 
prolongate the official partnership anymore. The term ended anyway, and we send a letter of cancel-
ation informing ALPHA. Nothing came back, and that's how it was. We stopped paying and we were 
deleted from the official partner website” (CEO). 

Since the termination of the partnership, MACHINE focused on two main activities. On the one hand, MACHINE 
started to develop mobile apps for various clients. On the other hand, MACHINE continued to work on publicly 
funded projects, mostly on electromobility and technology support for the elderly in the context of urban mobility. 

5.2 | Cross-case analysis 

In this section, we systematically compare move-response instances across our four cases in four interconnected steps. 
First, we summarise the 21 move-response instances that we encountered over the observation period across our four 
cases. Second, we compare the 21 move-response instances for similarities and differences to develop archetypical 
complementor responses. Third, we seek for dynamic patterns in terms of longer-term regularities in how com-

plementors respond to moves. Fourth, we use these response patterns as a basis for developing our process theory. 

5.2.1 | Move-response instances across cases 

Our two case illustrations provided rich insights into eight move-response instances selected from the PIM and the 
MACHINE cases. Table 4 provides a summary of evidence for all 21 move-response instances found across all four 
cases. In the table, we describe and summarise these instances in detail using our upfront concepts and categories. 
Accordingly, Table 4 captures how platform owner moves destabilise the positioning of complementors and how 
complementors respond to these moves in various ways with varying consequences. We synthesise the distinct 
characteristics of these move-response instances by describing them along the a priori concepts and categories, that 
is, we chronicle platform owner moves (in terms of increasing competitive overlap and restricting resource access), 
complementor responses (in terms of re-adjusting competitive overlap and re-gaining resource access), and direct, 
destabilising effects on complementor positioning. 
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5.2.2 | Archetypical complementor responses 

By systematically comparing move-response instances, we identified three archetypical complementor responses, 
which we refer to as insist, pivot, and detach (Table 5). 

First, complementors can respond to platform owner moves by insisting on the current positioning and focusing 
on the same niche. By insisting, complementors aim to re-establish or create access to critical resources, while con-
tinuing to build on the same software platform and even on the same module of that platform. If a complementor 
insists in response to a platform owner move that mainly increases competitive overlap, it means that it works 
toward adjusting its offering to be even more focused within the same niche, for example, by enhancing or develop-
ing new features that would complement the new solution offered by the platform owner. For example, instead of 
shying away from the competition when ALPHA developed a specific component (an ads editor) with functionality 
that was previously provided by MEDIA (move-response instance #10 in Table 4), MEDIA insisted and focused on 
an even more specific niche. Despite the associated product development costs, MEDIA began to develop new add-
on functionality based on ALPHA's editor. 

If a complementor insists in response to a platform owner move that reduces resource access, then this means 
that the complementor engages in activities to re-establish access to the same resources or find different channels 
to access the resources. This could involve aiming at strengthening the existing informal access to resources, for 
example, in terms of building new informal contacts, or formal access to resources, for example, in terms of advanc-
ing to a higher partner level or obtaining additional certifications. One example for insisting in response to a platform 
owner move that restricted resource access is MACHINE's response to when ALPHA entirely stopped marketing 
support for MACHINE once it offered its own mobile solutions (#7). Instead of walking away from the partnership or 
diversifying its activities (which it later did), MACHINE responded by trying to re-establish its positioning through 
drawing on personal contacts to find a collaborative approach to share the market. 

Second, another archetypical way to respond to platform owner moves is to pivot, in terms of expanding product 
offerings and addressed markets as well as resource access within the focal platform ecosystem. Pivoting means that 
the complementor extends its product and service offering, but on the basis of the same platform owner's founda-
tional system. Readjusting competitive overlap through pivoting often implies changes in terms of required 
resources. Thus, complementors that pivot within the focal ecosystem might aim at obtaining access to resources 

TABLE  5  Archetypical complementor responses. 

Response 
archetype Re-adjusting competitive overlap 

Insist � Complementor focuses on the same niche 
� Gradual adjustment within the market 

niche through product evolution 

Pivot � Complementor focuses on different niche 
within the same ecosystem 

� Complementor aims to adjust products to 
address different client segments or 
geographical markets 

Detach � Complementor extends to market outside 
focal ecosystem 

Re-gaining resource access 

� Complementor aims to strengthen informal access 
to resources within focal ecosystem 

� Complementor may obtain additional formal 
resource access by advancing in partner program 
(e.g., additional certifications, advance in partner 
level) 

� Complementor focuses on same product foundation 

� Complementor attempts to obtain formal access to 
a different partner program and/or informal access 
to resources in a different organisational unit 

� Complementor shifts to another module of the focal 
platform owner's system 

� Complementor aims to obtain (initially mostly 
formal) access to resources outside focal ecosystem 

� Complementor solution evolves to connect to other 
platforms as foundational systems 
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through other formal and informal channels in the focal ecosystem. This could mean that complementors participate 
in a different partner program offered by the same platform owner or that complementors put effort into developing 
informal networks in a different organisational unit of the platform owner. Although complementors that pivot 
within the focal ecosystem will rely on the same platform owner's foundational system, the solution may connect to 
a different module of the platform. 

Like insist, pivot can happen in response to moves that increase competitive overlap and those that restrict 
resource access—with similar outcomes. If responding to a move that increases competitive overlap by pivoting, 
complementors adjust their product and service offering, which will also affect what platform resources are needed 
to offer these products. If responding to a move that restricts resource access and the response is to resort to other 
resources within the focal ecosystems, complementors will likely also have to adjust product offerings or addressed 
clients so that these resources can be brought to bear. An example for pivoting within the focal ecosystem comes 
from ARCHIVE, that responded to ALPHA adding new features by pivoting within ALPHA's ecosystem (#16). Specifi-
cally, when ALPHA developed a new feature related to data retention management, ARCHIVE saw this as part of the 
natural lifecycle of its solution and pivoted by starting to develop other advanced functionality related to data 
archiving. 

Third, complementors may detach in response to platform owner moves. In contrast to the pivot response, 
where the focus remains within the ecosystem, detach means that complementors respond to platform owner moves 
by extending beyond the boundaries of the focal ecosystem. A detach response implies a fundamental adjustment of 
product offerings and addressed markets outside the focal ecosystem. Complementors that engage in the detach 
response will also require new resources and new access channels. Naturally, in terms of the foundational system, a 
detach response outside the focal ecosystem means that complementors build their solution, at least partly, on a dif-
ferent software platform. Often, complementors will initially lack informal networks outside the focal ecosystem and 
therefore mostly rely on formal channels, such as the partner programs of other platform owners. 

Complementors respond with the detach response to moves that increase competitive overlap or restrict 
resource access. In the former case, the impetus for extending beyond the focal ecosystem is to reduce competitive 
overlap, which ensues the need for different resources. In the latter case, the lack of resource access drives the 
response, but the outcome will be similar in terms of fundamentally adjusted product offerings and addressed mar-

kets as well as altered resource access. An example for detaching is PIM's response to ALPHA's move to acquire a 
large e-business player (#4), which had some overlap with the functionality offered by PIM, and the corresponding 
constraints for PIM to get access to ALPHA's resources, for example, in terms of sales support. PIM responded by 
detaching from ALPHA's ecosystem and making its solution compatible with other enterprise software system. 

5.2.3 | Dynamic patterns of complementor responses 

Figure 2 shows the long-term evolution of moves and archetypical responses exhibited by each case. The move-

response dynamics varied across cases, but followed regularities over certain periods of time, which we next syn-
thesise into dynamic patterns of complementor responses. We identified three such patterns which we refer to as 
progressive diverging, adaptive oscillating, and persistent insisting (see Figure 3). 

One pattern we observed among complementors is to engage in progressive diverging, that is, complementors 
responded to ALPHA's moves by engaging in a sequence of pivot and detach responses. We observed this pattern in 
both the PIM and MEDIA (in later stages) cases (Figure 2). Through progressive diverging, PIM and MEDIA increas-
ingly broadened their product and service offerings. For example, PIM first pivoted in terms of extending its offerings 
within ALPHA's platform (e.g., by engaging with ALPHA's sales teams in different geographical areas (#1) or by offer-
ing products based on different modules of ALPHA's platform (#2)). Over time, based on the broader offerings and 
the more generally applicable resources and knowledge, PIM was increasingly able to also offer products and ser-
vices based on competing enterprise software platforms (#3, #4), that is, PIM evolved from pivoting to detaching. 
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Notes: CO, pla orm owner move increasing compe��ve overlap; CO/RA, pla orm owner move increasing 
compe��ve overlap and restric�ng resource access; RA, pla orm owner move restric�ng resource access. 

F IGURE  2  Summary of cases as sequences of archetypical responses. 
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F IGURE  3  Dynamic patterns of complementor responses. 

Adap�ve oscilla �ng 

Insist 

Pivot 

Another dynamic pattern we observed is persistent insisting, in terms of repeatedly engaging in insist responses. This 
pattern was applied in the MACHINE case as well as the earlier periods of MEDIA's partnership. As the platform owner 
kept constraining resource access or increased competitive overlap, these complementors did not move into adjacent 
market spaces or outside ecosystems but instead attempted to stay in their established niches or focus even more on that 
niche. To make up for the more constrained resource access, these complementors started to increasingly rely on informal 
channels such as close interpersonal ties with ALPHA employees. For example, MACHINE was putting substantial effort 
into strengthening personal ties once ALPHA refused sales support for one of MACHINE's products (#6). 

Yet another pattern is to dynamically transition between pivot and insist responses. This pattern, which we refer 
to as adaptive oscillating, was applied by ARCHIVE. In light of ALPHA's repeated moves to constrain resource access 
and to include features also offered by ARCHIVE in its own offering, ARCHIVE shifted between insisting on resource 
access and market niche on the one hand and pivoting to adjacent, unoccupied market spaces on the other hand. As 
long as value co-creation was possible, ARCHIVE insisted, but the complementor was also not hesitating to move 
away from the current niche once competitive overlap increased or resource access ceased. Importantly, it was the 
specific resources in their current niche, in terms of personal networks and niche-specific knowledge that acted as 
an early-warning system for obsolescence and promising future fields of activity. In other words, while insisting, 
ARCHIVE already prepared their future pivoting. For example, when ALPHA acquired a software company focusing 
on column-oriented databases (#19), ARCHIVE could rely on its existing technological knowledge and personal net-
works that it had developed through its insisting responses (#17, #18) when refocusing their effort toward a differ-
ent niche. 
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5.2.4 | A process model of complementor positioning in platform ecosystems 

The insights from the preceding cross-case analysis are synthesised in our process model of complementor responses 
in platform ecosystems (see Figure 4). The model shows that platform owner moves repeatedly destabilise the posi-
tioning of complementors by increasing competitive overlap or restricting resource access for a particular com-

plementor. Although they destabilise complementor positioning, these moves alone do not determine how the 
complementor responds, nor how the platform partnership evolves. Instead, patterns of complementor responses 
over extended periods of time drive the long-term trajectory of complementor positioning and with it the com-

plementor's resilience to future platform owner moves. In what follows, we describe how patterns of complementor 
responses affect complementor positioning along its four dimensions. 

Complementors that engage in progressive diverging change their product and service offering such that it is more 
diversified—first within the ecosystem but increasingly across ecosystems. Such a portfolio approach comes with 
considerable costs for multi-homing, as the need to build up knowledge and cultivate platform-related resources 
across ecosystems entails considerable effort. The advantage of such an approach for complementors is that the 
dependence on the focal platform owner is considerably reduced, building resilience for future platform owner moves 
in the long-term. For example, through increasingly diversifying its offerings and its resources, PIM became more 
and more independent from ALPHA. While co-created value was shifted outside ALPHA's ecosystem, progressive 
diverging also made PIM resilient. For example, when ALPHA acquired PIM's direct competitor later in our observa-
tion period (#4), the impact on PIM was less severe and more easily managed than when a similar event occurred 
earlier (#1), despite the previously acquired solution being of notably lower quality. The reason for this is that the 
sequence of responses following the pattern of progressive diverging made PIM less dependent from ALPHA. Hence, 
through progressive diverging complementors build up a diversified range of offerings and multiple footholds—and 
while value co-creation might be more transactional with any single platform owner, they also become less vulnera-
ble to future adversarial moves by the focal platform owner. 

F IGURE  4  Process model of complementor responses in platform ecosystems. 
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For complementors that engage in the response pattern of adaptive oscillating, the product and service offering is 
constantly shifting within the focal platform ecosystem. Whenever an offering is threatened because the platform 
owner increases competitive overlap or restricts resource access, the complementor would pivot to another niche 
within the focal ecosystem, in terms of gradually altering the product and service offering and adjusting its platform-

related resources. Given that this is done gradually and through re-using specific knowledge, the costs are moderate. 
Importantly, although dependence from the focal platform owner is not reduced, complementors engaging in adaptive 
oscillating use a specific approach to manage this dependence. In particular, these complementors use their platform-

specific resources to engage in both, exploitation and exploration. They engage in exploitation by using their resources 
to co-create value in the current niche. They engage in exploration by using these resources to receive early signals 
about future offerings of the platform owner—to develop an understanding of promising future niches, and to have a 
head start in evolving their product and service offering and required resources. For example, by adaptively oscillating 
between insist and pivot, ARCHIVE leveraged synergies between successive responses: Using the knowledge acquired 
by insisting on preferential resource access, ARCHIVE could more carefully prepare and time its pivoting responses. 
Hence, by developing this ambidextrous routine, complementors that engage in adaptive oscillating do not reduce 
dependence but manage it effectively, thereby building resilience against future platform owner moves. 

Whereas complementors that engage in progressive diverging and adaptive oscillating build resilience by reducing 
dependence or proactively managing it, complementors that engage in persistent insisting accept dependence by going 
“all in.” These complementors have to bear the costs for continuously ensuring access to platform-specific resources and 
for building a focused product and service offering. Complementors that engage in persistent insisting do so in the hope 
of a future breakthrough in the partnership, and accept the threat of an increased vulnerability of complementors vis-
a-vis platform owner moves. Thus, this strategy comes with considerable risk: To maintain their increasingly untenable 
market position, the complementors' core product and service offerings must rely on resources that the platform owner 
could restrict access to at any time. This risk is best exemplified by the MACHINE case, in which the partnership 
between platform owner and complementor was abruptly terminated after the platform owner closed its internal 
research unit that also served as MACHINE's entry point into valuable resources from ALPHA (#8). 

6 | DISCUSSION  

This study was motivated by two objectives: First, to conceptualise and empirically explore how complementors respond 
to platform owner moves that destabilise their positioning, and second, to discern dynamic patterns of responses and 
understand their consequences for complementors' positioning. To achieve these objectives, we have drawn on a 
14-year longitudinal study, examining 21 move-response instances across four platform partnerships. To address the first 
objective, we developed three archetypical complementor responses (i.e., insist, pivot, and detach), which we 
characterised along two categories (i.e., re-adjusting competitive overlap and re-gaining resource access). Turning to our 
second objective, we observed that over time, complementors systematically combine these archetypes into three dis-
tinct long-term response patterns: progressive diverging, adaptive oscillating, and persistent insisting. We synthesised the 
insights from our longitudinal investigation into a process model of complementor positioning in platform ecosystems. 

Our findings have important implications for research interested in the management of complexities and dynam-

ics of co-opetition in platform-based co-creation, point to the importance of complementor responses for creating 
resilient software ecosystems, and inform the current discussion around platformisation of incumbent firms. We dis-
cuss this next. 

6.1 | Theoretical implications 

Research in the organisational tradition of platform ecosystems largely bifurcated into two isolated streams—the 
cooperation perspective interested in the combination and fusing of resources (e.g., Huber et al., 2017; Sarker 



 13652575, 2025, 1, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/isj.12527 by U

niversitatsbibliothek B
am

berg, W
iley O

nline Library on [24/01/2025]. See the Term
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline Library for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons License

242 KUDE and HUBER 

et al., 2012) and the competition perspective interested in platform owner entry into complementor territory 
(e.g., Eisenmann et al., 2011; Foerderer et al., 2018). Our conceptualisations of platform owner moves and com-

plementor responses bridge these previously disconnected research streams. Interestingly, our findings show that 
there is no one-to-one correspondence between platform owner move and the complementor response: a competi-

tive move does not invariably lead to a complementor response that reduces competitive overlap, and similarly, a 
restriction in resource access might not always result in a direct attempt to regain that access. Instead, our study 
unravels regularities in long-term response patterns showing how over extended periods of time cooperative and 
competitive activities of complementors do not merely take turns but feed into each other. This is perhaps best 
exemplified by the response pattern of adaptive oscillating, where complementors alternate between insist and 
pivot: When confronted with moves that increase competitive overlap, complementors do not hastily pivot to adja-
cent markets. Instead, they engage in responses that secure additional resources and in this process, they cultivate 
deep relationships with platform owner personnel and platform-specific expertise. Subsequently, complementors 
leverage these deepened relationships and expertise to accurately pinpoint attractive niches to pivot into. 

Recent studies have underscored the acute risks complementors face when collaborating with platform owners 
(Hurni et al., 2022; e.g., Zhu & Liu, 2018), viewing complementors as platform-dependent entrepreneurs (Cutolo & 
Kenney, 2021; Rietveld & Schilling, 2021). This perspective portrays complementors as potential collateral damage in 
the wake of decisions platform owners take for their own benefit. At first glance, our findings are in support of this 
notion. Our study has documented numerous instances where platform owners encroach upon complementor terri-
tory and strip access to vital resources, thereby destabilising the positioning of complementors. However, while our 
findings recognise the criticality and impact of platform owner moves, our 14-year study of complementor responses 
shows that whether and to what extent these risks and challenges materialise is to a significant degree driven by the 
deliberate and self-determined response patterns of the complementors. Our process model of complementor posi-
tioning provides a nuanced understanding of the complexities and dynamics between moves, responses, and posi-
tioning. It shows that the longer-term positioning of complementors is not merely a product of individual platform 
owner moves but emerges from how complementors respond to these moves over extended periods of time. While 
platform owners do have the power to engage in moves that jeopardise the positioning of complementors, it is 
equally imperative to acknowledge the agency of complementors. Their capacity to not only select from a repertoire 
of responses but also to combine these responses in ways that foster resilience against future platform owner moves 
(as seen in adaptive oscillating and progressive diverging) shows that complementors are architects of their own fate. 
This insight adds to recent research that discusses the role of complementors as platform-dependent entrepreneurs 
whose destiny hinges on platform owners (Cutolo & Kenney, 2021; Rietveld & Schilling, 2021), by showing that com-

plementors can take a proactive role, even in the face of adversarial platform owner moves. 
Interestingly, these insights offer an intriguing parallel with biological ecosystems. Studies on biological ecosystems 

have emphasised the pivotal role individual members' responses play in fostering ecosystem-level resilience—i.e., an eco-
system's capacity to maintain stability amidst environmental shifts (Willis et al., 2018). Our research insinuates similar 
ecosystem-level effects in human-made ecosystems. Specifically, the response patterns unpacked through our findings 
enable complementors to recalibrate and achieve an equilibrium for the partnership through intentional shifts in com-

plementor positioning. Cumulatively, such dyadic-level adaptations likely reinforce overall resilience of the ecosystem. 
Our research not only helps reveal the long-term dynamics of platform partnerships but also offers insights for 

studies centered on the specific context of enterprise software platforms (see e.g., Huber et al., 2017; Hurni 
et al., 2021; Sahaym et al., 2023; Sarker et al., 2012; Schreieck et al., 2022). Enterprise software ecosystems are 
markedly different from other empirical contexts, such as mobile ecosystems (Foerderer et al., 2021) or  
crowdworking (Möhlmann et al., 2021). Our examination of 21 move-response instances enriches our understanding 
of ecosystem entrepreneurship and viable business models in this specific setting. A particular point of interest is the 
response archetype of pivoting. Although an integral part of the dynamic response patterns of both progressive 
diverging and adaptive oscillating, this micro-level response has not been as prominently explored as more familiar 
complementor responses such as multi-homing (e.g., Cennamo et al., 2018), which is embodied in the detach 
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archetype. Pivoting facilitates complementors to venture into neighbouring niches by repurposing platform owner-

specific expertise and inter-personal connections. It enables them to diversify yet persistently reapply their platform-

specific knowledge and capabilities, thereby gradually extending their scope without growing overly dependent on 
the platform owner. Pivoting might be particularly evident and play a central role in enterprise software ecosystems. 
Given the complexity of developing, marketing, and selling enterprise systems, the different organisational units of 
platform owners in this industry often have competing priorities (Schreieck et al., 2022), so that the particular ambi-

tions of different departments, regions, or units do not necessarily coincide. Pivoting is a response archetype that 
capitalises on these discrepancies, suggesting it as a unique, context-specific contribution to research on enterprise 
software ecosystems (Hong et al., 2013). 

Our study provides rare insights into the challenges of creating a platform ecosystem under “brownfield” condi-
tions, that is, in situations in which a platform and its ecosystem are not built from scratch—the proverbial “green-
field”—but from an already established network of key partners. Enterprise software vendors have relied for 
decades—and long before app stores and platforms for smartphones even existed—on large networks of implementa-

tion partners and independent software vendors (Kude et al., 2012). Our cases have allowed us to trace how the 
transition toward a formal ecosystem model played out from its beginning in 2005 (when the partner ecosystem was 
formally established) to 2021 (when ALPHA was widely considered to be a leading enterprise software platform 
owner). The central focus of our investigation was how pre-existing partners were affected by the platformisation 
moves of the platform owner and how they responded to them over long periods of time. Thus, while there is ample 
research on the creation of platforms under greenfield conditions (Baldwin & Clark, 2000; Gulati et al., 2012; Par-
ker & Van Alstyne, 2005), our research emphasises the challenges inherent in adopting a platform approach under 
brownfield conditions. In greenfield cases, the primary focus often rests on challenges like modular platform design, 
technical standards, and ecosystem governance (Baldwin & Clark, 2000; Gulati et al., 2012; Spagnoletti et al., 2015; 
Wareham et al., 2014). In contrast, our findings show that under brownfield conditions the platformisation process is 
not only technically but socially complex because the effects of platform owner moves are heavily influenced by the 
responses of the complementors, suggesting that a focus on technical design issues may fall short. Our study 
unpacks the trade-offs that platform owners must consider when attempting to shift legacy partnerships into the 
regime of platform governance: Certain modes of co-creation that are more synergistic and require closer interaction 
may potentially be destroyed (Sahaym et al., 2023; Sarker et al., 2012)—unless platform owners give their various 
organisational units the leeway to let them thrive. 

6.2 | Limitations and future research 

We acknowledge that giving primacy to an unusually long observation period required us to make some compro-

mises. We needed to select interviewees with a birds-eye view on long-term development—possibly at the risk of 
overlooking more ephemeral micro-level aspects that might have helped us arrive at a more complete picture 
of complementor responses. Therefore, we call for research that further enriches the responses unpacked in this 
paper by focusing on the complex dynamics that play out within both the platform owner and the complementor 
organisations (e.g., across different hierarchical levels or between different domains). 

Moreover, we encourage future research to extend our findings in at least two promising directions. First, future 
research should further explore the factors that influence why complementors engage in certain response patterns 
and when they abandon one and engage in another one. Whereas our study suggests that one-to-one correspon-
dence between platform owner move and complementor response in terms of a deterministic, causal relationship 
may not be feasible to establish, the reasons that entice complementors to combine archetypes over time in a certain 
way may be an interesting question for future research. Our rich case narratives and descriptions of complementor 
responses provide first insights into the difficult trade-offs between short- and long-term consequences that could 
serve as foundation for such a study. 
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Second, to the extent that complementors partner with multiple platform owners (Cennamo et al., 2018), we expect 
that the moves of different platform owners will affect complementor responses jointly rather than independently. The 
moves of competing platform owners may be inconsistent, thus confronting complementors with even more difficult-
to-resolve trade-offs. Future research on complementor responses to moves from different platform owners would lead 
to novel insights into the important question of how forces situated in different ecosystems shape the behaviours of the 
members of these ecosystems. Such insights have thus far been mostly absent in information systems research and its 
reference disciplines (McIntyre & Srinivasan, 2017). 

6.3 | Managerial implications 

Our findings have important implications for managers of both complementors and platform owners. For managers 
of complementor companies, our findings suggest that they need to acknowledge that their own managerial agency 
is always conditioned by what the platform owner does. The moves of the platform owner to a considerable extent 
shape the circumstances in which complementors can position themselves. Therefore, we recommend that com-

plementors should try to actively influence the platform owner to create favourable conditions. Yet, for obvious rea-
sons, platform owners are unlikely to listen and give in to the needs of a single complementor. One option for 
complementors could be to create their own associations and interest groups that advocate for the distinct needs of 
complementors directly with the platform owner (Huber et al., 2023). These should be legally and economically sepa-
rate from more traditional industry associations of the software industry, which usually combine these actors in a 
single organisation and are often dominated by large platform companies. 

Because the effects of platform owner moves hinge on the complementors' responses, platform owners need to 
be mindful about the fact that they can only achieve the goals that they desire if complementors follow suit. Therefore, 
when making their own moves, platform owners are recommended to give complementors the time and opportunity 
to find a new positioning. To achieve this, our findings suggest that if possible the moves of platform owners should be 
predictable and announced and communicated to complementors early and openly. Otherwise, they risk that com-

plementors will not follow suit and instead try to work against the platform owner move and its intended effect. 
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