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ABSTRACT

Operators of digital platforms have to convince potential users that their intermediation and
matchmakingservicesbringadditionalvalueinthemarket.Todoso,theyneedtoformulateastrong
valueproposition,whichconvincesusers that joining theplatformbrings themlargervalue than
stayingout.Inrecentyears,anumberofframeworkshavebeendevelopedtohelpentrepreneursreflect
onwhichelementsshouldbeincluded(ornot)intheirvalueproposition.Inthispaper,theauthors
arguethatsuchtoolsdonotnecessarilyofferasatisfactoryanswer,astheymissthespecificities
of platform-based business models. Hence, they propose an alternative tool that overcomes the
limitationstheyidentifiedandismoreappropriatefornascentmultisidedplatforms.Theyarguethat
itiscrucialtoidentifythecomplementaritiesandpotentialconflictsbetweenthewants,needs,and
fearsofthedifferentgroupsofusersthattheplatformconnects,soastoformulateasetofinterlocked
valuepropositions.
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INTROdUCTION

Whenpitchingtheiridea,manyentrepreneursnaturallydescribewhattheirproductorserviceisabout
andwhyitisexpectedtodelivervaluetothecustomer.Inshort,theysharetheirvalueproposition
(VP),aconvincingexpressionoftheappealofaproductorservicetocustomers,usuallyintegrated
tothesalesforceandtheadvertisingmessage.Someresearcheffortshavebeenundertakentorefine
theconceptofVP,tohelpentrepreneursreflectonwhichelementstoinclude,ortoidentifywhat
makesastrongVP.Forinstance,afterhavinganalyzeddatarelatedtomultipleinnovationslaunched
bythefirmAmazon.com,LindičandMarquesdaSilva(2011)suggestdecomposingtheVPinto
fiveelements,namelyperformance,easeofuse,reliability,flexibilityandaffectivity.Indeed,when
itcomestoonlineplatforms,entrepreneursneedtoprovidestrongargumentsinordertodemonstrate
howeasyit is toregisterontheplatform,howuser-friendlytheinterfaceis,howmuchvaluable
informationuserswillaccess,howfastuserswillgetasuccessfulmatch,andsoon.

Besidestheoreticalcontributions,someeffortshavealsobeenmadetooffermoreactionabletools
topractitioners,usingframeworksandvisualrepresentationstodepicttheVPinacompellingway.
Oneofthemostfamoustoolsiscertainlytheso-called‘Value Proposition canvas’(Osterwalderet 
al.,2014).ThistoolintendstoshowhowtheVPshouldfitthecustomerprofilethroughadescription
ofthemarketsegment(s)thattheproductorservicetargets.Morespecifically,thegoalishereto
defendtheideathattheofferingdeliverspositivefeatures(called“gaincreators”)andreducesnegative
aspects(called“painrelievers”)fromtheperspectiveofacustomerexperience.
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Inthispaper,wearguethatexistingframeworksthatfacilitateconceptualVPmodeling(likethe
VPcanvasforinstance)donotnecessarilyofferasatisfactoryanswer,astheymissthespecificities
ofplatform-basedbusinessmodels.Thelatterrelyonaparticularmodeofvaluecreation–focused
onmatchmakinginamulti-sidedenvironment–whichhighlydiffersfromthetraditionalvertically
integratedmodels(or‘valuechains’)forwhichtheexistingtoolshavebeendesigned.

Theprimarygoalofthispaperistoofferananalysisandacommunicationtoolthataretruly
adaptedtotherealityofplatforms.Inouropinion,suchatoolmustmeetanumberofcriteria:itmust
besimpletouse(complicatedmodelstendtobescarcelyusedinthefield,althoughtheyareprobably
closertoreality).Asalearningtool,itmustalsobeself-explanatory,makingusersunderstandeasily
thespecificitiesofplatformbusinessesbyforcingthemtoasktherightquestions.Finally,thetool
shouldtakeasmuchaccountaspossibleofpreviousworkonthesubject.Theaimisnottostart
fromablankpage,buttosuggestadaptationsthatwillallowthefundamentalsofprevioustoolsto
bepreservedwhilebringingnewandrelevantelements.

Ourpaperisorganizedasfollows.First,wesetthesceneofthisstudybydescribingthemain
featuresofplatformsandVPs.Second,weexplainhowwewentfromtheexistingframeworkstothe
proposalofamoreadaptedmodel.Then,weexplainwhywebelievethattheVPcanvas,initscurrent
state,failsinassistingplatformentrepreneurswiththedefinitionoftheirVP.Wethensuggestanew
versionoftheVPcanvasthat,inouropinion,offersabetterstartingpointforthinkingabouthow
platformsgeneratevaluefortheirmultiplestakeholders;wehighlightourcontributionbycomparing
ourtooltoalternativeapproachesrecentlyproposedintheliterature.Weendthepaperwithsome
concludingremarksaboutourcontributionanditslimitations.

Theoretical Background
Inthissection,wefirstdescribeourtwoconceptsofinterest—platformsandvalueproposition—before
listingthechallengesthatplatformsraiseforthedefinitionofavalueproposition.

Platforms
Today,thefivelargestcompaniesintheworldbymarketcapitalizationareApple,Google,Microsoft,
Amazon,andFacebook.Allofthemhaveadopted,eitherfromthestartorlateron,aplatform-based
businessmodel.Platformscanbedefinedasundertakingswhosecoremissionistoenableandto
generate value from interactions between users (Belleflamme and Peitz, 2020). In contrast with
traditionalfirms(alsocalled‘pipelines’;see,e.g.,VanAlstyne,ParkerandChoudary,2016),which
createvalueinalinearwayusingtheirownstaffandassets,platformscreatevalueinamorecircular
waybyfacilitatingtheinteractionbetweenindependenteconomicagents.

Inparticular,abusinessopportunityexistsforaplatformwhen,ontheonehand,economicagents
canbenefitfrominteractingbut,ontheotherhand,theyfailtoorganizetheinteractionbytheirown
means(EvansandSchmalensee,2016).Networkeffectsactasacommondriverbehindthesetwo
conditions.Roughlyput,networkeffectsmeanthatthemoreagentsparticipatetotheinteractionthe
morevaluabletheinteractionisforeveryparticipant.Hence,networkeffectsincreasethevalueof
theinteraction.Yet,theyalsomaketheinteractionhardertoorganizebecause,whenmakingtheir
decisions,economicagentsgenerallyfailtotakeintoaccounttheeffectsthattheirdecisionshave
onotheragents(theycreatewhateconomistscall‘externaleffects’).Itisthenlikelythatalthough
allagentswouldfindtheinteractionvaluableifitweretotakeplace,noneofthemissufficiently
motivatedtosettheinteractioninmotionontheirown.Thisispreciselywhereplatformscanmake
adifference.Bydeployingtherightstrategiesattherighttime,platformscansolvethecoordination
problemthateconomicagentsface.Byreducingavarietyoftransactionscosts,platformsmakethe
interactioneasiertoorganize.Moreimportantly,bybringingparticipantsonboard,theymakethem
realizethevaluethattheygenerateforoneanother.

Aplatformisconnecting(atleast)twodifferentusergroups.Usually,onegroupisrepresented
bythe‘producer’side(thoseusershavingsomethingtooffer)andtheothergroupismadeofusers
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belongingtothe‘consumer’side(thoselookingtoconsumewhatproducershavetooffer).Theobject
ofinterestcanactuallybeofanynature:aproduct(e.g.,itemsonAmazon.com),aservice(freelance
laboronTaskRabbit),money(fundspledgedbythecrowdonKickstarter),relationships(datingon
Tinder)orsimplyaudienceinthecaseofadvertisement,whichoftenrepresentsanadditionalsideon
agivenplatformtomakethewholesystemfinanciallyviable.Insomeparticularcases,therolesof
consumersandproducersareinterchangeableinsofarasconsumerscanalsoproducecontent,goods
orservices.Thisislargelynoticeableintheso-calledsharingeconomy.

Value Proposition For Platforms
TheconceptofVPiscreditedtoMichaelLanningandEdwardMichaels,whousedthesetermsina
McKinsey&Costaffpaper.Theydefinedthevaluepropositionas“aclear,simplestatementofthe
benefits,bothtangibleandintangible,thatthecompanywillprovide,alongwiththeapproximateprice
itwillchargeeachcustomersegmentforthosebenefits”(LanningandMichaels,1988).Althoughthe
term“valueproposition”(VP)hasbecomeverypopularinthebusinessliterature,itstilllacksstrong
theoreticalfoundation(Payne,FrowandEggert,2017).Yet,morethanasimpleslogan,defininga
VPconsistsactuallyinchoosingthemostappropriateway–words,drawing,testimonial,etc.–of
expressingthereasonsandmotivationsforcustomerstopreferagivenproductorserviceoverexisting
alternativesinthemarket.

WhenitcomestodescribingtheVPinthespecificcontextofplatforms,anumberofchallenges
andquestionsarise.First,platformsfundamentallydifferfrompipelinesinthewaytheycreatevalue:
asplatformsdonotcontrol transactionsbutsimplyenable them(HagiuandWright,2019), they
co-createvaluewiththeirusers.Second,becauseplatformusersareco-creatorsofvalueandhave
interdependentneeds,itisnotclearaprioritowhomtheVPmustbetargeted.Finally,networkeffects
amplifytheconsequencesofthevalueproposition,givingitanall-or-nothingnature.

Value Co-Creation
Fromatraditionalvaluechainperspective,valueiscreatedbythefirmthatownsthemanufacturing
orassemblingprocessofaproductoraservice.Throughthesuccessiveoperations(sourcing,design,
build,distribution,etc.),valuegrowsincrementallyalongthechain,whichiscontrolledbythefirm.
Thefactthattheoutcomematchestheinitialvaluepropositionisoftheentireresponsibilityofthe
firm.Inotherwords,evenifthefirmreliesonsubcontractorsandpartners,ithasfullownershipover
theofferingthatisdeliveredtotheclientsandoveritsabilitytocapturevaluebysettingapricethat
makesthebusinessprofitable.

Thingsaredifferentforplatform-basedbusinesses.Therearetwosourcesofvaluetoconsider
here. On the one hand, there is the value assigned to the underlying object of the transaction
(serviceorgoods).Theplatformoperatorhaslittlecontroloverthisaspectofvalue.Forinstance,on
Kickstarter(acrowdfundingplatform),thebettertheinvestmentprojects(robustnessofthebusiness
plan,innovativenessoftheidea,etc.),thehigherthevaluethatpotentialinvestorswillassigntothese
projects.Yet,eveniftheplatformplaysanimportantrolebyselectingwhichprojectsarefeaturedand
whicharenot,itcanhardlyinfluencethesuccessrateofallselectedventuresovertime.

Ontheotherhand,theplatformalsogeneratesvaluebycreatinganoptimalmatchingenvironment.
Here,valueisindependentofwhatisbeingtransacted.Actually,aplatformexistsmainlybecauseit
enablestransactionsamongusersatalowercostthaninadecentralizedsetting.Platformsreducethe
searchandtransactioncoststhroughvariousfeaturesandmechanisms.Intheend,usersvalueusing
theplatformbecauseoftheconvenienceitprovidesthemwith(largechoice,user-friendlyinterface,
automatedprocesses,trustedactors,etc.).

Tobesuccessful,aplatformmustcombinebothsourcesofvalue:agreatmatchingenvironment
(theplatformoperatorisincharge)andatransactedobjectthatmeetsusers’respectiveneeds(the
platformusersareincharge).Thisbeingsaid,itseemslogicaltoconsiderplatformusersasco-creators
ofvalueratherthanpurevalueconsumers(asalsoargued,e.g.,bydeOliveiraandCortimiglia,2017).
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Eveninabsenceofaso-calledtransactedobject,theparticipationtoaplatformisasourceofvalue
creation.Becauseofusers’voluntaryactivityonsocialmediaforinstance–writingposts,sharing
pictures,commentingnews,etc.–valueisgeneratedundertheformofaudienceanddata,whichare
respectivelyvaluedbyadvertisers(thehigherthetrafficonyourplatform,thehigherthewillingness
ofadvertiserstotargetyourvisitors)andbrands(moredataenableconsumerprofilingandimprove
thebrands’marketingstrategies).

Ourapproachofvaluecreationonplatforms is fullyalignedwith the findingsofFrowand
Payne(2011),whohighlightthat,withinacontextofmultiplestakeholders(whichisindeedthecase
forplatformswithvariousgroupsofusers),theVPplaysacentralroleintheco-creationofvalue,
providingmechanismsforaligningandbalancingvalueamongstakeholders.

Clients VS. Users
Thepresenceofdifferenttypesofuserswithinterdependentneedsmakesitdifficulttodefineto
whomtheVPshouldbetargeted:Toasinglegroupofusers?Toeachgroupseparately?Toallusers
irrespectiveoftheirroleontheplatform?

Hereagain,someimportantremarksmustbemaderegardingthedifferencesbetweenplatform
businessesandmoretraditionalpipelinebusinesses.Thereisfirstaquestionofvocabulary.Fora
traditionalbusiness,thetwomostimportantstakeholderstointeractwitharetheclient(i.e.,theone
whobuysandconsumes theproductorservice)and thesupplier (i.e., theonewhoprovides the
resourcesthatarerequiredtobuildorassemblethatproductorservice).Theybothrepresenttwo
distinctpointsonalinearvaluechainwithinagivenindustry.

Incontrast,forplatformbusinesses,itseemsmoreappropriatetotalkof‘users’ratherthan‘clients/
suppliers’,andof‘platformsides’ratherthan‘marketsegments’.Aswejustexplained,analyzingthe
valuecreationprocessonaplatformthroughthelensofaverticallyintegratedmodeldoesnotmake
muchsense.Indeed,fromsuchastandpoint,itwouldmeanthat‘suppliers’wouldberepresented
bythosewhohelpbuildingandrunningtheplatform(back-enddevelopers,dataserviceproviders,
front-enddesigners,etc.)andthat‘clients’wouldencompassalltheeconomicagentswhoregister
ontheplatformtoconsumeagivenservice.Themainproblemwiththelatterinterpretationisthat
puttingallplatformusersonthesame‘side’ismisleadingsinceitwouldmeanthattheyallhave
similarneeds.Actually,the‘clients’ofaplatformcanbefoundonbothsides,becausetheplatform
enablesamediatedtransactionbetweenagentsshowingdifferentinterestsandneeds(Eisenmann,
ParkerandVanAlstyne,2006).

Also,endclientsorconsumersarenot interestedinthematchmakinginfrastructureassuch.
Consumersareactuallyinterestedinwhatproducers(orotherusersbelongingtoadifferentgroup)
areactuallyofferingontheplatform.Thisisamajordifferencetorememberwhenaddressingclient
relationshipmanagementintheparticularcontextofaplatformbusiness.

Finally,owningcriticalresourcesanddifferentiatedassetsiskeyforatraditionalfirmtosucceed
whileitisnotnecessarilythecaseforaplatform.Connectingisherefarmoreimportantthanowning.
Forinstance,withoverthan7millionlistedroomsin2020,Airbnbisthelargestaccommodation
providerworldwide,althoughtheplatformownsalmostnorealestate.Inotherwords,beingatthecore
ofavaluenetworkisheremoreessentialthanbeingonelinkinthevaluechainofagivenindustry.
Theliteratureinstrategicmanagementdefinesavaluenetworkasanetworkinwhichaclusterof
economicactorscollaboratestodelivervaluetotheendconsumerandwhereeachactortakessome
responsibilityforthesuccessorfailureofthenetwork(Pagani,2013).Theroleofplatformsinthese
valuenetworksiskeyastheyfacilitatetheinteractionsbetweeneconomicagentsanddecreasethe
transactioncosts.

All-or-Nothing
ConveyingacompellingVPishighlyrelevantandcrucialforanytypeofproductandservice.Yet,the
absenceofastrongVPismuchmoreworryingforaplatformbusinessthanforapipelinebusiness.
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Forthelatter,aweakerpurposewilltranslateintolowersalesandrevenues,buteageruserswill
allowtheproducttopersist.Moreover,lowersalesdonotreducetheintrinsicvalueoftheproduct.
Incontrast,thevaluethatusersattachtoaplatformcruciallydependsontheparticipationofother
users;thatis,iffewerusersareattractedtotheplatforminthefirstplace,thenthevalueofjoiningthe
platformbecomesevenlowerforfutureusers,startingaviciouscircle(alsocalled‘negativefeedback
loop’).Consequently,itistheveryexistenceofaplatformthatmaybeindangerifitspurposeisnot
strongenough.Conversely,iftheVPconvincesthefirstuserstoparticipate,theseuserswillattract
otherusers,whichwillmakethevaluecreatedbytheplatformgrowstrongerandstronger:here,it
isavirtuouscircle(or‘positivefeedbackloop’)thatisactivated.

Feedbackloopsheavilydependonusers’expectations.Taketheexampleofatwo-sidedplatform
thatfacilitatestheinteractionbetweentwogroupsofusers.Forapositivefeedbacklooptogetunder
way,newusershavetojointheplatforminsomegroup(saygroupA).Butnewgroup-Auserswill
joinonlyiftheybelievethattheywillbeabletointeractwithgroup-Busers.Theproblemisthat
potentialgroup-Busersmaymaketheexactsamereasoning:theywilljoinonlyifgroup-Ausers
join.Thisisthefamousplatformconundrum—calledthe‘chicken-and-eggproblem’(Caillaudand
Jullien,2003).Westressherethatthissituationmayleadtotwooppositeoutcomes,dependingon
whichexpectationsusersformaboutparticipationontheothersideoftheplatform.1Ontheone
hand,usersmayhaveoptimisticexpectations: theybelieve thatuserson theother sidewill join
andso,theydecidetojoinaswell.Ontheotherhand,theymayhavepessimisticexpectations:they
believethatnouserontheothersidewilljoinand,asaresult,theydonotjoineither.Theremarkable
thingisthat,inbothcases,whatisexpectedturnsouttoberight:whenparticipationisexpected,
participationdoesindeedtakeplace;thereversehappenswhenitisnotexpected.Theexistenceof
theseso-called‘self-fulfillingprophecies’stresseshowcriticalitmaybeforplatformstofindtheright
waytomanageusers’expectations.OurargumenthereisthatastrongVPisanecessarycondition
tofueloptimisticexpectations.

Method
Thefirststepofourmethodologywasofcoursetosearchinthescientificliterature(butnotonly)
anytypeoftool,frameworkormodelthatisintendedtorepresentorstructureaVP.Itismainlyin
themanagementliterature(andmorespecificallytheonedealingwithinnovation,entrepreneurship
andmarketing)thatresearchhasbeenmostfruitful,ashighlightedinSection5wherewediscussthe
benefitsofourtoolcomparedtoexistingones.

Assoonasthereferencetoolwasidentified(i.e., theVPcanvas),wedecidedtoconductan
experimenttotestitsrobustnessinthecontextofonlineplatforms.Asbothauthorsteachindifferent
institutionsandtodifferentstudentaudiences,itwasimaginedthatthistoolcouldbeappliedmultiple
times.Toavoidproblemsofcomparison,itwasdecidedthatthetoolwouldalwaysbeappliedtothe
sameplatformandthatitwouldalwaysbeintroducedwiththesamelevelofinformationtoavoid
anybias.

ThestudentaudienceswereatMasterandMBAlevel.Thethreecoursesconcernedwereall
giveninEnglishandtheexperimentationtookplaceovertwoacademicyears.Giventhepresence
ofinternationalstudentsinallofthecourses,thechoicewasmadetouseaworld-famouscompany
(Airbnbinthiscase)tomaximizethechancesthatstudentswouldstartonanequalfootingfrom
aknowledgeperspective.Studentsworkedeitherinsub-groupsorindividually.Theanswerswere
thendiscussedwiththeentiregroupandexchangeswerealwaysmoderatedbyoneoftheauthors.
Allresponses,arguments,commentsandremarkswererecorded,beforebeingcomparedinorderto
retainonlytheoriginalelementsandavoidduplication.

Onthebasisoftheseresults,theauthorsreworkedthemodeltocomeupwithanewproposal
whichwassupposedtoaddresstheissuesraisedinclass.Thelaststepwasofcoursetoreturntothe
studentaudiencewiththisproposalinordertoverifyitsvalidity.Todothis,thetoolwasproposed
toseveralstudentsinentrepreneurshipwhowerewritingtheirdissertationsonmarketopportunities
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regardingthelaunchofanewplatformbusiness.Thenewtoolwasthenfine-tunedthankstothe
remarksthattheauthorsreceived.

The Value Proposition Canvas
Inrecentyears,anumberofframeworkshavebeendevelopedtohelpentrepreneursreflectonwhat
elementsshouldbeincluded(ornot)intheirVP.Amongothers,basedontheirfamousBusinessModel
Canvas(OsterwalderandPigneur,2010),AlexOsterwalderandhisco-authors(2014)havebuilta
morespecificframework,calledtheValuePropositioncanvas(VPC),wherebytheyshowhowthe
VPshouldfitthecustomerprofile,namelyadescriptionofthemarketsegmentthattheproductsand
servicestarget.Morespecifically,theobjectiveistodemonstratethattheofferingdeliverspositive
features(gaincreators)andreducesnegativeaspects(painrelievers)inthecustomer’slife.TheVPC
iseasytounderstandandmakesitpossibletovisualizeinoneglanceconceptsthatmayotherwise
remainquiteabstract.Thisexplainswhythistoolhasbecomeverypopular,especiallyinsidethe
businesscommunitywhereitisoftenusedinthecontextofinnovation,entrepreneurshipanddesign
thinkingworkshops.

Inthispaper,wewantfirsttoidentifywhytheVPC,asa‘general-purpose’canvas,failstocapture
thespecificitiesofplatformbusinesses.Next,andmore importantly,wewant tobuildasuitable
alternative.WethereforeselectoneextensionoftheVPCthatwefindparticularlyappropriateto
achievethistwofoldobjective.ThisextensionwasformulatedbyThomson(2013),whomainlysees
twoproblemswiththeVPC.First,thetoolisnotgroundedenoughinbehavioralpsychology.Second,
theVPbuildingblocks(i.e.,products&services,gaincreators,andpainrelievers)seemtohave
limitedinfluenceintermsofhowmuchcreativethinkingtheyinduce.ThisiswhyThomsonputs
forwardanalternativethatintegratesmoreresearchinsightsfromthefieldofbehavioraleconomics
andcognitivepsychology.Inanutshell,itisaboutunderstandinghowpeoplemakedecisions,taking
intoaccountwhattheyfeelatthisparticularmoment(emotions)andtheenvironmentalaspectsthat
influencethedecision(experience),whichisrarelya‘rational’one.

Applying The VPC To Airbnb
Toidentifythelimitsofapplyinga‘general-purpose’canvastoaplatformbusiness,weconducted
anexperimentwithstudents(asexplainedinthesectiononmethod).Weaskedthemtofilloutthe
Thomson’sversionoftheVPCforAirbnb.Consideringtheoutcome(whichissummarizedinFigure
1),onewouldbetemptedtoconcludethatthecanvasdoeshelp.Yet,acloserlookcastsdoubton
thisconclusion.Webelievethatasingleiterationofthetooldoesnothelpsinceitprovidesonlya
partialpicture.Toseewhy,wefirstbrieflyrevieweachsectionofthetemplate.Wethenquestionits
suitabilityforplatform-basedbusinessmodels.

Letusstartwiththeleft-handsideoftheframework.The‘benefits’regroupallthewaysby
whichtheplatformcreatesvalueforitsusers.Inotherwords,itencompassesboththe‘gaincreators’
andthe‘painrelievers’,whichwereintroducedabove.Answeringthequestion“To what extent does 
the platform make its users’ life easier?”isausefulwaytouncoverthebenefits.

Enablingtransactionsbysettingupthenecessaryinfrastructurecanbedoneinvariousways.
Howwilltheplatformwork?Whatistheapproachchosenbytheplatformtosolveanefficiency
gapinthemarket?Whataretheguidingprinciplesthatwillsupportthedesignoftheplatform’skey
processes?Answerstothiskindofquestionsrepresent‘features’thatarethefunctioningattributes
oftheplatform.

The‘experience’referstowhatpeoplefeelwhenbeingactiveontheplatformandbelongingto
thecommunityofusers.So,whilebenefitsandfeaturesdrawmoreontangibleelements,experience
relatestoemotionalmotivationsofbecoming(andremaining)anactiveuseroftheplatform.

Now,theright-handsideofthechartaddressestheaspectsrelatedtothecustomer.The‘wants’
sectionfocusesontheemotionaldriversthatwillleadpeopletojointheplatform.The‘needs’section
coversalltherationaldriversthatencouragesomeonetobecomeaparticipantoftheplatform.The
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‘fears’section,finally,includesallkindofrisksthatsomeonewouldtypicallyassociate,consciously
ornot,tothefactofjoiningandtransactingovertheplatform.Theseelementscanbestrongarguments
explainingwhypeopleprefertoavoidjoiningtheplatform.ItisthusimportantthattheVP,through
itsbenefitsandfeatures,addressesthosepointsbyminimizingasmuchaspossibletheperceived
risksandfears.

Finally,the‘substitutes’sectiononthebottomincludesallthealternativewaysuserscanfind
tofulfilltheirneeds,irrespectiveofwhetherthisinvolvesathirdpartyornot.Substitutesarenot
limitedtorivalplatforms.Foratraditionalbusinesswithaspecificserviceorproduct,itismore
straightforward,assubstitutesrefertoasingleneed.Forplatformsthatneedtobringtogetherdifferent
typesofusersshowingdivergentneedsandexpectations,thetaskismorecomplexbecauseofthe
widerrangeofalternatives.

Why Is The VPC Ill-Suited For Platforms?
AlthoughitseemsthattheVPCfitsthecaseofplatformsquitewell,inrealityitdoesnot.Purely
onsemanticfirst,weshouldavoidusingtheterm‘product’,asitdoesnotseemtofitwellhere.The
platformisnotsellingaproduct,norisitdeliveringaservicedesignedonitsowntoaparticular
segmentofclients.Theplatformisactuallyenablingtransactionswithoutbeingdirectlyinvolved
intheproductionoftheunderlyinggood(i.e.,room)orservice(i.e.,welcomingguests).Thesame
remarkappliesfortheotherhalfofthecanvas.Inthecontextofaplatform,weprefertoemploythe
term‘user’(orparticipant)insteadof‘customer’.Someplatformscanbejoinedforfreeandsome
othersexistoutsidethebusinessworld.Hence,beingactiveonaplatformdoesnotnecessarilymean
behavinglikeacustomerwhoispayingforaproductoraservice.

These considerations put aside, there is actually a bigger issue that has nothing to do with
terminology.Theabovechartismissinganimportantpartofthebusinessmodelofaplatform.More

Figure 1.  
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exactly,itcompletelyignoresonehalfofthepicture.Mostplatformsintendtobringtogetheratleast
twodifferentgroupsofusers.InthecaseofAirbnb,thesegroupsareguests(travelers)ontheone
hand,andhostsontheotherhand.Now,takealookattheVPCinFigure1.Thestudentswhofilled
itoutnaturallyfocusedonthetravelers’pointofview.Thisisquiteunderstandableinsofarasmost
ofthemhadprobablymoreexperienceas‘guests’thanas‘hosts’.

Yet,asfarasAirbnbisconcerned,thereisnoreasontoneglectthehosts’pointofviewwhen
definingtheVP.Tobesuccessful,Airbnbmustattractbothguestsandhostsonitsplatform.Even
ifsomeusersplayalternativelytherolesofhostsandguests,mostusersbelongtoasinglegroup.
Thetwogroupsarethuslargelydistinct,withdifferentneeds,wantsandfears.Forinstance,host
typicallyneedadditionalrevenues(factualdriver),wanttosharetheirpassionfortheircitywithothers
(emotionaldriver),andfearthatguestsmightdegradetheirhouse(risks).Theseneeds,wantsand
fearsdiffersubstantiallyfromthosethatwerereportedfortheguests.Worse,theremaybeconflicts
betweenthewantsandfearsofthedifferentgroupsofusers:whatiswishedforononesidemaybe
exactlywhatisfearedontheotherside.Forexample,travelerswillpreferincreasedflexibilityon
cancellation(nopenaltyincaseoflatecancellation)andpaymentterms(nodepositorpre-payment),
whilehostswouldtypicallygofortheopposite(nocompensationforlastminutecancellation,and
up-frontpayment).Itistheroleoftheplatformtofindthebestpossiblecompromisebetweenthese
conflictingobjectives.2

ThelastdiscussionconfirmsthatasingleiterationoftheVPCisnotenough.Theexercisehas
tobeperformedforeachusergrouptargetedbytheplatform.Thatis,theplatformmustaddressthe
‘Wants’,‘Fears’and‘Needs’ofeachgroupinordertoformulateawell-thought-outVP.Itisbyno
meanssufficienttojuxtaposedistinctVPsforthedifferentgroups.Suchjuxtapositionwouldbehighly
misguided.Astheservicethattheplatformoffersispreciselytheinteractionbetweenthegroups,the
variousVPsarenecessarilyintertwined.So,itisnecessarytoreconciletheneeds,wantsandfears
ofthedifferentgroups.Inparticular,onemustchecktheextendtowhichrespondingtoaparticular
needwithinonegroupentersinconflictwithaneedexpressedwithintheothergroup.

A ‘Multisided Value Proposition Canvas’
Toovercomethelimitationsthatweidentifiedthroughtheexperiment,weproposeanalternativethat
remainsactionableandintuitive.So,wesuggestusinganextendedVPC,especiallyadaptedtothe
caseofmultisidedplatforms;wecallitthe‘MultisidedValuePropositionCanvas’(hereafterreferred
toastheMVPC).Intherestofthissection,wefirstdescribeandillustrateourtoolbycontinuingto
usetheexampleofAirbnb.Wethenhighlightourcontributionbycomparingourapproachtoother
propositionsthathavebeenrecentlymadeintheliterature.

The MVPC Applied to Airbnb
Figure2describestheMVPCappliedtoAirbnb.

Insteadofhavingasingleplacededicatedtotheusers,theframeworknowcontainstwoboxes
locatedoneithersideofthecentralone,torepresentbothsidesoftheplatform.3Here,guestsareon
theleft(sideA)whilehostsareontheright(sideB).Foreachside,werelyonthesamecategories
asbefore(i.e.Wants,Needs,FearsandSubstitutes).Logically,theinformationthatwassharedwhen
applyingtheoriginalversionofthecanvas(seeFigure1)nowappearsontheleft-handside.Information
abouthosts is indeeddifferent from theoneonguests and thusdemonstrates the importanceof
consideringthosetwogroupsseparately.

Thecentralpartofthisrevisitedframeworkisdedicatedtotheplatformandisnowdividedinto
fourdifferentparts.Thefirstsectionisabout‘Experience’.Asalreadyexplained,itreferstowhat
usersfeelandtotheirsenseofbelonging.Therefore,wethinkitmakessensethat‘Experience’and
‘Wants’faceoneanother,asbothrelatetoemotionaldriversandmotivations.Forexample,through
the‘HostanExperience’program,theplatforminviteshoststoofferaverypersonalizedservice
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consistinginorganizingadedicatedactivity,soastosharetheirpassionwiththeirguests.Itrepresents
ananswertothedesireofgenuineandpersonalcontactsexpressedbysomeAirbnbguests.

Wemerged‘Benefits’and‘Features’intoasinglesection.Theideahereistolistalltheelements
thatcreatevaluefortheusers.Assuch,theseelementsaddressthe‘Needs’oftheusers,whichexplains
whyweputthematthesamelevel.ThefactthatAirbnbisprovidingauser-friendlybookingsystem
onwhichvarioustaskscaneasilybeautomated(sendingconfirmationnotifications,issuinginvoices,
updatingprices,etc.) isaway toanswer thehosts’needof limiting theadministrativeworkload
thatresultsfromtheirrentalactivity.Needsexpressedbythetwousergroupsjointlyconditionthe
platform’sbenefitsandfeatures.Evenifsomeneedsarespecific toaparticularusergroup, they
arelargelyintertwined.Tofacilitatetheinteractionacrossthegroups,itisofutmostimportanceto
identifytheextenttowhichneedsdivergeorconverge.Thiswilldefinitelyhelpaplatformoperator
inwritingavaluepropositionthatusersonbothsideswilldeemstrongandconvincing.

Thethirdsectioninthecentralboxiscalled‘Trust levers’.Thisisanewsectioncomparedtothe
originalframework.Trustisanessentialfactorforplatformsandiscrucialinthewiderperspective
oftheoverallmatchmakingrolethattheyplay.The‘Fears’thathavebeenidentifiedonbothuser
sidesareindeedmorerelatedtoabehavioralriskcomingfromtheoppositeusergroupthanfromthe
serviceofferedbytheplatformitself(Thehost:Will I get paid? Will my place be damaged?–The
guest:Will the place be as nice as described? Will the host be available for me?).Hence,theTrust
leversrepresentcrucialelementsthattheplatformshouldputinplacetoreassureusersandallay
their fears.For instance, theSuperhoststatusand theAirbnbPlusselectionare tools to increase
confidenceontheguestside.Similarly,theHostGuaranteeandthebackgroundchecksmakethe
servicesaferforhosts.

Finally,‘Substitutes’areconsideredtoassessthethreattheymightrepresentfortheplatform.
Herealso,itwouldbemisguidedtoconsiderthethreatofsubstitutesasuniformacrosssides.What

Figure 2.  
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reallymattersfortheplatformistoidentifytheotherbusinessesinthemarket(platformsandpipelines
alike)thatmakeitharderfortheplatformtoattracteachgroupofusers.Lookingatthegroupof
guests,cheaphotelsimmediatelycometomind,astheyprovideguestswithaccommodationsthat
areequivalent,inmanyaspects,totheonestheycanfindonAirbnb.Asforhosts,oneofthemajor
alternativesforthemistorenttheirpropertyonthelong-termmarket;estateagentscanthusbeseen
assubstitutes forAirbnbon theguestside.Finally, therealsoexist substituteplatforms(suchas
HomeAway)that,likeAirbnb,caterfortheneedsofbothhostsandguests.

Suchaclearseparationamongthesubstitutesthatthreatentheparticipationofonegroup,ofthe
othergroup,orofbothgroupsatthesametimeismeanttoguidetheplatform’sresponsetothese
threatsand,thereby,thedesignofitsvalueproposition.Forinstance,Airbnbmusttargetstrategiesat
guestsifitwantstoreducethethreatofhotels.Manyguestsmayseehotelroomsasasuperioroption
becausetheyarebundledwithservicesthatAirbnbaccommodationsdonotoffer(suchasfood,daily
cleaning,frontdesk,etc.).Airbnbcanthenthinkofprovidingguestswithsimilarservices,forinstance
byconcludingapartnershipwithafood-deliveryplatform.Asforhosts,Airbnbmustmakesurethat
theycanexpectatotalrevenuethatexceedstheonethattheycouldhopetogetonthelong-termrental
market(takingtherespectivecostsofthetwooptionsintoaccount).Aswesee,theresponsestothe
threatsexertedoneachsidearecompletelydifferent.Theyare,nevertheless,complementarytoone
anotherbecauseofthepresenceofnetworkeffects:anymeasurethatAirbnbtakestoencouragethe
participationofhostsmakestheplatformmoreattractiveforguestsandviceversa.

Positioning of The MVPC With Respect to The Literature
Weare,bynomeans,thefirsttonotethatexistingtoolsdonotfitthespecificitiesofplatformsand
totrytoremedythisproblem.Wecontend,however,thatourapproachaddssomevaluetoexisting
efforts,whichwereviewhere.

WestartwiththeframeworkofAllweinset al.(2020),whichisnotonlythemostrecentbutalso
theclosesttooursinspirit.Theauthorssharethesameobjectiveasours,astheyaimatdeveloping
apracticaltooltoassistmanagersofplatformbusinesses;theyalsoemphasize,likeus,thatthemain
distinguishingfeaturesofplatformsisthatthey“createvaluebyconnectingbuyersandsellers”(p.2)
andthatnetworkeffectsare“theprincipleofvaluecreationofaplatformbusiness”(p.4).However,
thescopeoftheirresearchisbroaderthanoursbecausethe‘PlatformCanvas’theyproposeaddresses
allaspectsofvaluecreationandcapture,whereaswefocushereonasingleaspect,namelythevalue
proposition.4Althoughtheydevoteonebuildingblockoftheirglobalcanvastothevalueproposition,
theiranalysisdoesnotgoasdeepasours.Whatwehaveincommonisthedistinctionbetweentwo
valuepropositions,oneforeachsideofatwo-sidedplatform.LikedeOliveiraandCortimiglia(2017),
theyacknowledgethat“[t]hevaluepropositionsforConsumerSegmentsandProducerSegmentsare
differentinmeaningandnature”(p.6).Theyalsostressthat(i)astrongervaluepropositionononeside
contributestoattractmoreusersontheothersidebecauseof(positivecross-group)networkeffects
(p.12),and(ii)that“thevaluepropositionsforeachofthesegmentsderivesfromtheinteraction”(p.
16).5However,theyfailtoexposethepotentialtensionbetweenthetwovaluepropositions,which,
inoureyes,isafundamentalissuethatplatformmanagercannotaffordtooverlook.

AsimilarcriticismappliestootheradaptationsoftheBusinessModelCanvas(BMC)tothecase
ofplatforms.Focusingonsharingeconomyplatforms,Plenteret al.(2017)dorecognizethattheBMC
mustbeadaptedtoaccountfor“thedifferentiationofpeer-providerandpeer-userwithregardtothe
valuepropositionsandtherespectivechannelsandrelationshipsthroughwhichthisvalueproposition
isrealized”(p.2241);however,theydonotelaborateonhowthesevaluepropositionsshouldbe
jointlyformulated.Withintheframeworkthattheyputforwardtocharacterizemultisidedplatforms,
Ardolinoet al.(2020)considerthe‘platformvalueproposition’asabuildingblock;inthisrespect,
theywrite,withoutfurtherexplanations,that“[t]heplatformachievesthevaluepropositionenabling
specificinteractionsbetweenthesidesandexploitingnetworkexternalities”(p.10).Wenotethat
theauthorsproposetodesignasinglevaluepropositionattheleveloftheplatform,whichcontrasts
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withourapproach.ThesamegoesforEisape(2019),whotalksaboutthe“valuepropositionofthe
platform”(p.97)inhisefforttodesigna‘PlatformBusinessModelCanvas’.

Finally,inanearlierattempttomapthemarketingstrategiesoftwo-sidedplatforms,Muzellec
et al.(2015)argue,likeus,that“[t]wo-sidedInternetplatformsneedtoformulatetwodifferentvalue
propositions—onefortheend-usersideandoneforthebusinessside”(Proposition1,p.140).They
testthishypothesisviaanumberofcase-studiesandcometotheconclusionthattheplatformsintheir
sampletendtoformulateasinglevaluepropositionbuttovaryitscontentthroughtime:intheearly
stage,thevalueproposition“ismostlydirectedtowardstheend-consumers”buttheplatform“shifts
itsfocustobusinesspartners”atalaterstage(p.147).Theyexplainthisshiftby“theneedtoraise
moneyfrominvestorsandventurecapitalists”and“togeneraterevenues”(p.148).Wenotethat,in
contrastwithourapproach,theymixelementsofvaluecreationandvaluecapturewhenanalyzing
thedesignofthevalueproposition(orpropositions)bytheplatform,whichtendstoblurthepicture.

Insum,althoughanumberofexistinganalysesagreewithusthat(multisided)digitalplatforms
mustthinkofformulatingdistinctvaluepropositionsfortheirdifferentgroupsofusers,theyrarelygo
furtherthanthemereacknowledgementofthisfact.Tobefair,theauthorsoftheseanalysesattempt,
morebroadly,toadaptthewholeBMCtothepeculiaritiesofplatforms;astheyneedtoaddressother
aspectsofvaluecreationandcapture,theytendtooverlookthecomplexitiesofdesigningappropriate
valuepropositionsforthevarioususersofadigitalplatform.Yet,wehopetohavedemonstratedin
thispaperthatthesecomplexitiesrequirecarefulscrutiny.Inparticular,itiscrucialtoidentifythe
complementaritiesandpotentialconflictsbetweenthewants,needsandfearsofusersindifferent
groups,soastointerlockthevaluepropositionsinanefficientway.Webelievethatbyprovidinga
practicaltooltodoso,wecontributetotheliteratureandusefullyassistpractitioners.

CONCLUSION

Platformscanbedefinedasentitiesthatenableinteractionsamongusersandgeneratevaluefrom
theseinteractions.Incontrastwithtraditionalfirms(alsocalled‘pipelines’),whichcreatevalueina
linearwayusingtheirownstaffandassets,platformscreatevalueinamorecircularwaybyfacilitating
theinteractionbetweendifferentgroupsofindependentparticipants.Asdigitaltechnologiesgreatly
easethisprocess,itisnotsurprisingthatdigitalplatformsrepresentnowadaysalargeshareofthe
globaleconomyandpervadeoureverydaylives.

Likeanybusiness,anewdigitalplatformneedstoformulateastrongvaluepropositiontoconvince
potentialuserstojoin.Westateinthispaperanumberofreasonsthatmakethisexercisemorecomplex
foraplatformthanforotherbusinesses.Wealsoarguethattheexistingtoolsthatareproposedto
helpcompaniesdefinetheirvaluepropositionareill-suitedtoaddressthespecificitiesofplatforms.
Asaresult,weproposetocomplementtheexistingtoolsinseveraldirections.Inanutshell,weput
forwardathree-stepprocedure:first,theplatformmustdistinguishthedifferentgroupsofusersthat
itlinksandunderstandhowthesegroupscontributetoco-createvaluewiththeplatform;second,
theplatformmustidentify,foreachgroup,thekeyfeatures(wants,needsandfears)thatmatterfor
theusers;finally,theplatformmustreconcilethewants,needsandfearsofthedifferentgroups,by
findingwaystocreatevalueforallgroupseitherjointly(whentheneedsandwantscomplementone
another)orseparately(whenmeetingtheneedsandwantsofsomeusersraisefearsforotherusers).

Atthetheoreticallevel,thisarticlecontributestotheliteratureonvaluepropositionbybroadening
thereflectiontobusinessmodelsthatarebecomingmoreandmorecommon.Thehighlightingof
interpretationproblemsintheapplicationofestablishedmodelsallowsaconstructivequestioningof
thetheoriesrelatedtothedevelopmentofuniquevaluepropositions.Iftheresultsofthisstudyarenot
originalinthemselves,theyatleasthavethevirtueofreinforcingrecentworkalongthesamelines.

Asforthemorepracticalapproach,thisstudyproposesanewdedicatedtooltohelpentrepreneurs
define a compelling value proposition. We believe that this tool, called the ‘Multisided Value
PropositionCanvas’,hasthepotentialtobeofgreatassistancetoentrepreneurswhooperateplatforms
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or intendtodoso.Wealreadyconfirmedthepedagogicalvalueof the tool throughthe testswe
conductedwithourstudents.However,oneofthemainlimitationsintermsofmanagerialcontributions
isthelackofvalidationinthefield,i.e.,withplatformmanagers.Nevertheless,thisisanimportant
avenueforfutureresearch,whichwebelieveshouldbeconsidered.
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ENdNOTES

1 Thesamereasoningappliesforplatformsthatcatertotheneedsofasinglegroupofusers;here,users
havetoformexpectationsabouttheparticipationofotheruserswithintheirowngroup.

2 Thecovid-19crisisnoticeablyexacerbatedtheseconflictsandmadeitevenmorechallengingforAirbnb
tobalancehosts’andguests’interests.

3 Naturally,moreboxesshouldbeaddedforplatformsconnectingmorethantwodistinctgroupsofusers.
4 ThesamegoesforSorrietal. (2019),whoproposetheirown‘Platformcanvas’;yet, theirdefinition

ofdigitalplatformsisnarrower(theyseethemas“thetechnicalinfrastructuretowhichtheecosystem
participantsintegrate”(p.3))andtheysayverylittleaboutthevaluepropositionitself.Sorriet al.(2019)
alsoreportotherproposedadaptationsofthewell-knownBusinessModelCanvastothespecificitiesof
platforms,e.g., the‘DigitalPlatformCanvas’(seehttp://icsb.nl/artikelen/new-business-model-canvas-
for-digital-platforms/;lastconsultedonOctober28,2020)orthe‘PlatformDesignToolkit’(seehttps://
platformdesigntoolkit.com/toolkit/;lastconsultedonOctober28,2020);weagreewiththeauthorsthat
thesetwotoolsseemtolacksolidtheoreticalfoundations(asfaraswecanjudgefromtheirdescription).

5 Allweinset al. (2020)argue thatalternative ‘diagramsofplatformbusinessmodels’ fail to take into
accountthisinterdependencebetweenthevaluepropositionsandare,therefore,lessappropriate;thisis
thecase,e.g.,ofthePlatformInnovationKit(see.http://platforminnovationkit.com,lastconsultedon
October29,2020).

6. A preliminary and incomplete version of this paper circulated under the title “A Multisided Value
PropositionCanvasforDigitalPlatforms”.


