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Abstract 

Multi-Sided Platforms such as Uber and AirBnb create value by 

enabling interactions between two or more customer groups.  But 

designing and building a successful platform isn’t easy.  Early-

stage Multi-sided platforms face greater challenges than 

traditional early-stage businesses because they must overcome 

the well-known chicken-and-egg problem.  The firm can deliver 

value to one side of the platform only if there are participants on 

the other side of the platform.  They must solve the challenge of 

how to get both sides on board their platform simultaneously.  

Despite increasing discussion in the media and amongst platform 

operators, academic research in relation to the success factors of 

Multi-Sided Platforms remains sparse.  This empirical research 

aims to address this gap in the literature.  An interpretative case 

study research strategy was adopted.   

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with eleven 

Founders of Multi-Sided Platforms in Ireland to gain an 

understanding of the characteristics and the success factors of 

their platforms during the launch phase.  Even though the eleven 

platforms that participated in this research differ, clear patterns 

can be seen in terms of the way in which they launched and scaled 

during their formative years.   An ideal type of transaction-centric 

Multi-Sided Platform was then derived from these patterns, 

together with the strategic decisions common to successful 

platform businesses.   

The research results highlight the importance of a founder having 

a personal and business network when solving the chicken and 

egg problem, the value of data generated on the platform, the 

advantages of first targeting a local market by focusing 

exclusively on the core transaction, the benefits of adhering to the 
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principles of the Lean Start-up and the impact of having clarity of 

thought in relation to an exit strategy.    

Future research can adopt a more rigorous positive approach to 

confirm the findings of this study, extend the sample to other 

platforms in Ireland or other countries with different macro-

economic environments.   

This research may be of value to new platform operators, owner-

managers, business advisors and academic researchers.   
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CHAPTER 1:  INTRODUCTION  

1 INTRODUCTION     

 

This introduction provides the rationale for this study and 

sufficient background information to allow the reader to 

understand the thrust of the research investigation. It begins by 

clearly providing the research question and research objectives, 

as well as the nature and scope of the topic investigated. It 

continues by providing a context for the investigation within the 

literature and follows by outlining the method of investigation as 

well as the reasons for selecting particular methods. Thus, the 

introduction provides a brief overview of each subsequent section 

within the research document. This section culminates with an 

overview of the structure of this study.   

 

1.1 Research Background 

The emergence of wireless and Internet technologies has brought 

opportunities for the creation of new organisational forms.  These 

technological advances, notably in relation to mobile, the cloud, 

speed of connectivity and wi-fi, have enabled several new digital 

business models, which are now transforming industrial-age 

industries.  One such type of new digital business model is the 

multi-sided platform.  Amazon, eBay, Uber and Airbnb are classic 

examples of multi-sided platforms.  These firms have adopted 

new ways of structuring firm and industry boundaries by shifting 

organisational design away from selling products towards the 

facilitation of economic exchanges between two or more (related) 

user groups (for example passengers and drivers in case of Uber).  

These platforms mediate interactions between participants and 
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therefore operate in a different way to firms that control a linear 

series of activities as well as from manufacturing platforms that 

orchestrate a network of suppliers to build a family of related 

products (Gawer and Cusumano, 2014; Thomas et al., 2014).  

Moreover, compared to intermediaries outside the digital 

economy (e.g., real estate agents), these multi-sided platforms 

can introduce new transaction mechanisms more rapidly and at 

much lower cost. 

 

The word ‘platform’ is one of the most misused words in business 

today.  Many firms may claim to build a ‘platform’ but they all 

mean very different things when they use the word ‘platform’.  To 

explain the idea of a platform business model, it helps to contrast 

it with the traditional model of business, which Choudary (2016) 

calls a ‘pipeline’.  Pipelines have long served as the dominant 

business design for the pre-digital economy.  Firms build 

products or services, they push them out, and sell them to 

consumers.  The pipeline delivers value in the form of products 

and services to the consumer, and the consumer pays for these 

goods and services in some form of currency.  Value is produced 

upstream and consumed downstream, creating a linear flow of 

value, much like water flowing through a pipe. 

 

In contrast, a platform is a plug-and-play business model that 

allows multiple participants – producers and consumers – to 

connect to it, interact with each other and create and exchange 

value.  External producers connect to the platform to create value 

on the platform.  Consumers connect to the platform to consume 

this value and provide some form of currency in exchange.  Of 

note, this changes the very design of the business model.  While 

pipelines created and pushed value out to consumers, platforms 
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allow external producers and consumers to exchange value with 

each other.  In this new design of business, the firm is no longer 

the producer of value.  Instead, the platform business model 

provides two primary functions.  First, it provides an open 

participative plug-and-play infrastructure for producers and 

consumers to plug in and interact with each other.  Second, it 

curates transactions on the platform and governs the social and 

economic interactions that ensue.  The goal of the platform is to 

enable interactions between producers and consumers in its 

ecosystem.  In summary, a platform connects producers and 

consumers of value, and enables them to participate in value-

exchange interactions.  It provides an infrastructure for these 

users to plug into and manages the governance of the 

interactions.     

 

The key insight into platform businesses is to understand that 

each distinct platform user type, such as drivers and passengers 

in the case of Uber, can be considered as its own market.  More 

importantly, the activity in each of these markets individually 

strongly affects the activity in the other market.  This interplay of 

market dynamics is what leads to exponential growth curves and 

is referred to as “network effects”.   

 

Starting a business and getting it to the point where it is 

economically viable is the most difficult problem of all for 

entrepreneurs.  Most new businesses fail (Evans, 2008).  

According to Fisher and Reuber (2010), only 51% of start-ups that 

receive external investment funding survive beyond five years.  

While the start-up problem is a challenge for all new firms, it is 

particularly challenging for firms that are based on multi-sided 

platforms, a relatively recent type of digital business model with 
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unique features and characteristics.  Looking at the platform 

landscape, Van Alstyne and Parker (2017) conclude: “For every 

successful platform, there are many more that struggle or simply 

don't make it”.  Yet, despite this recognition of high failure rates, 

there has been surprisingly little systematic empirical inquiry 

into the characteristics and success factors of multi-sided 

platforms.  A deeper understanding of how to create viable multi-

sided platforms that mediate transactions between user groups is 

needed.  This research aims to address that need.   

 

This research is an exploratory study of the launch strategies of 

Multi-Sided Platforms, specifically the launch strategies of High 

Potential Start-up firms in Ireland that secured investment 

funding from Enterprise Ireland between 2012 and 2018, in order 

to determine the characteristics and success factors of these 

Multi-Sided Platforms.  For the purposes of this research, a 

platform business is considered a ‘success’ if it a) secures 

investment funding from Enterprise Ireland and b) also secures 

follow-on investment funding from new investors at a pre-money 

valuation higher than the post-money valuation at the time of the 

investment by Enterprise Ireland.  While it is commonly accepted 

that "success" isn't just about money, it is clearly a measurable 

outcome that can be used as a proxy for the word.  From a 

platform company perspective, important strategic decisions 

need to be made during the pre-launch, launch and early growth 

phases.  A clear understanding of the characteristics and success 

factors of digital platforms will assist in this decision-making 

process during these key phases of a platform’s evolution.  This 

empirical study is designed to help with such decisions.    
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1.2 Key Concepts 

The key concepts of this research are explained here.  Additional 

terminology relating to digital platforms is included in the 

Glossary of Terms in Appendix A. 

 

• Digital Business Model 

A business model defines how a business makes money.  

A digital business model sets out how an enterprise engages its 

customers digitally to create value, via mechanisms such as 

websites and mobile devices. 

 

• Multi-Sided Platform 

A multi-sided platform (MSP) – in the literature also referred to 

as two-sided platform, two-sided market, or multi-sided market 

– constitutes a market that enables interaction between at least 

two sets of users through an intermediary, where the decisions of 

each group of users on either side of the market affects the 

outcomes of the users on the other side(s) (Rochet and Tirole 

2004; Rysman 2009; Hagiu and Wright 2015).  The main role of 

platforms is to provide a set of clearly defined rules and practices 

that helps organise and support the activities of many users 

(Hagel et al. 2008). 

 

• Network Effects 

Network Effects is the phenomenon where an incremental benefit 

is gained by an existing user for every new user that joins the 

network (Johnson, 2018).  Companies with strong network 

effects built into their core business tend to make it big (Currier, 

2019) 
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• Enterprise Ireland High Potential Start-up 

Enterprise Ireland is the government organisation responsible 

for the development and growth of Irish enterprises in world 

markets.  High Potential Start-Up (HPSU) companies, as defined 

by Enterprise Ireland, are start-up businesses with 

the potential to develop an innovative product or service for sale 

on international markets and the potential to create 10 jobs and 

€1m in sales within 3 years of starting up. 

 

1.3 Previous Research 

Academic research into two-sided markets really commenced in 

2003 with the publication of the seminal paper ‘Platform 

Competition in Two-Sided Markets’ by Rochet and Tirole.  Since 

then, research into MSPs can be divided into two distinct 

streams.  The first stream considers pricing and the commissions 

charged by platforms (Parker and Van Alstyne 2000; Armstrong 

2006; Chao and Derdenger 2013; Dou et al. 2016; Eisenmann et 

al. 2006; Parker and Van Alstyne 2005; Rochet and Tirole 2003, 

2006; Rysman 2009).  The second stream investigates choices 

with regard to platform design and investments, such as the 

quality of technology and rules of interaction (Bakos and 

Katsamakas 2008), the effects of advertisement (Tucker and 

Zhang 2010) and ownership model (Yoo et al. 2002), business 

model design (Hagiu and Wright 2015), value-added services 

(Anderson et al. 2014), competition among platforms (Caillaud 

and Jullien 2003), platform openness (Rysman 2009), and 

revenue optimization (Voigt and Hinz 2015).  

 

In most of the above works, economic theories of network 

externalities (Katz and Shapiro 1985; Liebowitz and Margolis 

1994; Rochet and Tirole 2004) play a significant role.  On MSPs, 
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network effects can emerge on one side of the platform (i.e., 

same-side network effects) and across sides (i.e., cross-side 

network effects; see Voigt and Hinz 2015).  The latter give rise to 

the chicken-and-egg dilemma of early-stage MSPs.  This dilemma 

describes the need for a critical number of sellers (or volume of 

supply) to attract buyers (or demand); however, sellers will only 

adopt the platform and invest if they expect a sufficient number 

of buyers on the other side to join (Armstrong 2006; Caillaud and 

Jullien 2003; Eisenmann et al. 2006).   Once MSPs reach the 

critical user mass on each side of the platform, the effects of 

network externalities turn positive and stimulate platform 

growth (Hagiu and Rothman 2016).  Platforms that have grown 

to be successful have launched with a sole interaction that creates 

high value for the user, even if it is at a relatively low volume (Van 

Alstyne, Parker, & Choudary, 2016).  These platforms have then 

shifted to adjacent markets or interactions, boosting value and 

volume (e.g. Facebook launching with a narrow focus of linking 

Harvard students, before moving to other universities and finally 

to the entire market) (Van Alstyne, Parker, & Choudary, 2016). 

 

Bonchek and Choudary (2013) state: “In our view, the success of 

a platform strategy is determined by three factors: 

1. Connection: how easily others can plug into the platform 

to share and transact 

2. Gravity: how well the platform attracts participants, both 

producers and consumers 

3. Flow: how well the platform fosters the exchange and co-

creation of value” 

 

The rise of companies like Airbnb, eBay and LinkedIn has 

attracted a lot of attention to digital business models which 
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connect two or more groups of customers.  However, despite the 

rapid success of these platforms and the important role they play 

in the digital economy, previous research in relation to the 

definition of platforms, their classification, their main features 

and the ways in which they scale appears to lack cohesion.  The 

literature on platform characteristics and success factors is 

disjointed and lacks consensus.  There is a notable absence of 

empirical studies with MSP founders which can support much of 

the theoretical research in this area.   

 

1.4 Research Gap 

The start-up problem is particularly difficult for firms that are 

based on multisided platforms.  Yet most of the theoretical and 

empirical research on two-sided businesses have focused on 

mature platforms.  Little attention has been given to critical 

issues that entrepreneurs must solve to create a viable platform 

business, Evans (2011).  Sanchez-Cartas and Leon (2019) state 

that there is a lack of works that address the issue of launching a 

platform and that they expect that this part of the literature will 

grow in the following years as a consequence of the interest in 

digital platforms and entrepreneurship.  Evans and Schmalensee 

(2010) state that “very little rigorous empirical work has been 

done on the launch of platform businesses. Both the histories of 

successful platforms and the analysis here suggest that such work 

could yield very interesting results that would enrich theory and 

inform both business strategy and public policy.” 

 

As such, strategic management research has focused on concepts 

such as platform leadership (Gawer and Cusumano, 2002; Gawer 

and Henderson, 2007) and strategic interactions with 

complementors (Cennamo and Santalo, 2013; Kapoor and Lee, 
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2013), while also examining strategic choices around leveraging 

an existing installed base of users (Afuah, 2013; Fuentelsaz, 

Garrido, and Maicas, 2015).  While these three streams of 

research have vastly enhanced our understanding of networks 

and platforms, many studies across these perspectives have been 

limited to single‐industry settings or narrative cases, thus 

limiting more robust and generalizable implications.   

 

Strategic management scholars have attempted to address many 

issues related to firm-specific actions to leverage network effects, 

yet significant uncertainty remains about optimal strategies in 

platform development and management (McIntyre and 

Srinivasan 2017).  Though the basic dynamics of network effects 

have received a fair amount of research attention in the context 

of technology adoption and diffusion, a robust understanding of 

the role that firm strategy plays in network industries remains 

limited.  A key reason for this lapse is that exogenous market-

characteristic driven explanations for performance outcomes 

currently dominate our thinking (McIntyre and Subramaniam, 

2009).  Relatively less is understood about endogenous or firm-

initiated efforts that shape or control the firm’s competitive 

destinies in these industries.  

 

More recently, however, a burgeoning body of work has begun to 

address strategic issues in network industries.  These studies 

provide some useful insights on a few specific strategic initiatives 

such as entry timing, expectations management, or firm 

diversification.  However, each of these studies focus on precise, 

yet discrete and narrow attributes of these select initiatives in 

network industries.  As a result, a wider and more unified 
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perspective of how these and other possible strategic initiatives 

play out in network industries remains underdeveloped.   

 

First, the impact of firm-level strategies such as entry timing, and 

platform quality and features remains largely unresolved (Zhu 

and Iansiti, 2012).  Second, the primary focus of these studies has 

been largely on the side of individual users, with limited attention 

to the perspective of complementors.  No study has so far 

attempted to reconcile the fact that there is heterogeneity in 

complementor attributes and experience, and hence, in their 

ability to leverage the resources provided by platform sponsors to 

support multiple, contemporaneously existing platforms.   

 

In addition, there have been no studies examining heterogeneity 

in complementors’ motivation to support specific platforms, and 

the implications of their subsequent choices for competitive 

outcomes.   

 

Finally, these studies have largely adopted a static or cross-

sectional view, and have not focused on how platform-

complementor interactions evolve dynamically over time.  The 

role of technological evolution, the introduction of new platform 

architectures, and the emergence of new cross-boundary 

standards in altering platform-complementor relationships have 

not been systematically examined.  A notable exception is 

Eisenmann et al. (2011), who took a more dynamic view in finding 

that entrants can displace incumbents via “envelopment” 

strategies involving multi-platform bundles.  McIntyre and 

Srinivasan (2017) conclude “Thus, we view further exploration of 

specific firm strategies that foster the emergence and persistence 
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of platforms over time as a vital next step in this domain for 

platform firms and complementors alike.” 

 

“The apparent lack of empirical evidence on the effectiveness of 

these launch strategies and, particularly so, on the effectiveness 

of combinations of these strategies, offers a promising direction 

for future research aimed at advancing our understanding of why 

many early stage MSPs fail and others succeed.  Future research 

in this direction should also strive to identify universally valid 

success factors of MSP activities” (Stummer et al, 2017).  

McIntyre & Srinivasan (2017) further argue that “it is our 

contention that additional studies are needed to better 

understand the genesis and maintenance of competitive 

advantage in the context of platform-mediated networks.”  This 

research follows this call from McIntyre and Srinivasan (2017).    

 

1.5 Purpose and Research Questions 

Multi-Sided Platforms, such as eBay and Facebook, create value 

by enabling interactions between two or more customer groups.  

But building and managing a winning platform isn’t easy (Hagiu, 

2014).  The purpose of this qualitative multi-case study is to, 

firstly, address some of the research gaps mentioned above and 

secondly, to identify the strategic instruments that multi-sided 

platform start-ups have at their disposal during the launch phase 

and how they deal with challenges specific to MSPs, such as 

solving the chicken-and-egg problem and managing conflicting 

interests between various sides.     

 

The research problem can be broken down into the following 

research questions: 

• RQ 1: What strategy was adopted to launch the platform? 
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• RQ 2: What factors contributed to the success of the    

platform? 

• RQ 3: What were the characteristics of the platform that 

led to its success? 

 

Research question one looks at the approach adopted by the CEO 

/ Founder when launching the platform.  Research question two 

examines the specific characteristics and features of the platform 

during the early growth phase.  Research question three 

considers the macro and micro factors that contributed to the 

success of the platform.  Despite the supposed dominance of 

foreign companies in relevant areas of the Internet economy, the 

market for digital platforms continues to be open with a view to 

future topics such as Industry 4.0 and data-based smart services, 

and companies in Ireland are competing for shares in added value 

here.  At the same time, there is also a risk that some companies 

may miss out on the trend towards a platform economy.  From a 

company perspective, important strategic decisions need to be 

made now which will be particularly successful when there is a 

clear understanding for the characteristics and success factors of 

digital platforms.  This is the starting point for this study.  It aims 

to capture the fundamental mechanisms at play in multi-sided 

platforms and identify the key factors and strategies for 

establishing successful digital platforms. 

 

1.6 Positioning within the Literature 

This study is rooted in the platform literature, from which certain 

theoretical constructs can be drawn.  The core concepts, deduced 

from platform literature, are as follows: 

• Multi-sided Platforms 
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• Multi-sided Markets 

• Two-sided Platforms 

• Two-sided Markets 

• Digital and Online Platforms 

• Digital Business Models 

 

These core concepts were then combined with the following 

Keywords to produce Search Results most relevant to the topic:  

• Network Effects 

• Chicken and Egg Problem 

• Launch Strategies 

• Characteristics 

• Success Factors 

 

The overall work is positioned in the platform literature, which 

can be perceived as a multi-disciplinary field, incorporating 

industrial organisation economics, technology management and 

strategic management.  This facilitated the ‘borrowing’ of the 

literature from other areas, notably the area of strategic 

management.  Strategic management research focuses on the 

medium to long-term decisions taken, and initiatives 

implemented, by management to achieve competitive advantage 

for the firm.  In essence, strategy researchers are seeking 

explanations for firm-driven factors and actions, as opposed to 

factors at the market level, which have an impact on the success 

or failure of the business.  Strategic management research in the 

area of multi-sided platforms has focused predominantly on how 

platform providers can grow their installed base of users through 

strategies such as pricing, market entry timing, platform features 

and quality, and firm size.  While strategic management scholars 

have attempted to address many issues related to firm-specific 
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actions to leverage network effects, significant uncertainty 

remains about optimal strategies in platform development and 

management (McIntyre and Srinivasan, 2017).     

 

Priority in selecting articles for a thorough reading was given to 

recent research as interest in platforms is relatively new.  

Moreover, classic articles were read to discover the origins of 

concepts and theory; for example, the standards literature from 

the 1980s (e.g., Katz & Shapiro 1985; Farrell & Saloner 1985), and 

network effects from Rohlfs (1974).  The classics, and also 

seminal papers such as Rochet and Tirole’s (2003), were deduced 

from the recent literature.  The aim was to utilize the state-of-the-

art platform literature when positioning the launch strategies and 

success factors of Multi-Sided Platforms.  Moreover, 

dissertations were considered, as some eminent platform 

theorists wrote their dissertations on platforms (e.g., Hagiu 

2008).  Working papers were also included, although they were 

retrieved beyond the database search. 

 

1.7 Nature of the Study 

In this qualitative, exploratory study, the researcher collected 

information from in-depth interviews with eleven Founders or 

Co-Founders who represented the organisations that agreed to 

participate in the research, all of whom were responsible for the 

launch strategies of a Multi-Sided Platform.  Data collection was 

conducted using interview questions that were constructed based 

on the literature review.  The interview responses were digitally 

tape recorded and stored for future verbatim transcription.  The 

transcripts were analysed for content and arranged according to 

categories and properties, based on answers drawn from the 

research participants.  The codification and triangulation 
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methods used are expected to ensure the validity of the research 

findings and to lead to results that practitioners such as business 

owners and senior executives can draw upon in similar business 

situations. 

 

1.8 Research Philosophy 

When conducting research on the decision-making processes of 

small and medium-size enterprise’s owner-managers, as is the 

case with an investigation into early stage platform start-ups, 

Gilmore and Carson (2000) advocate a qualitative research 

approach, which falls within the interpretive research paradigm.  

In addition, Rozyn (2007) recommends that studies without a 

qualitative component cannot be used as a basis to recommend 

actions to owner-managers nor to inform strategy, both of which 

are objectives of this study.  Both qualitative research and case 

studies can be conducted from an interpretivist point of 

departure (Myers, 2009).  According to Perry et al. (1999), the 

case-based research methodology tends to be used to answer 

research questions within the interpretivist paradigm rather than 

the positivist paradigm.  Whilst Galliers (1992) rightly asserts 

that traditional hypo-deductive research has the widest 

applicability in information systems research, both he and Myers 

(1997) also advance the case for the qualitative perspective 

provided by the use of, amongst others, case studies.  When 

seeking understanding, as in exploratory research, case studies 

are the most appropriate method (Myers, 2009; Levy and Powell, 

2005).  Emerging technologies researchers usually have an 

exploratory and applied focus (Barnes, et al., 1992), which is also 

the case in this inquiry.  The main aim of interpretive research is 

to understand, rather than to predict and as a result, dependent 
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and independent variables are not predefined (Kaplan and 

Maxwell, 1994). 

 

1.9 Method and Methodology 

This research adopted a qualitative case study method using 

semi-structured on-site interviews to collect empirical data.  

Building theory from case studies is a research strategy that 

involves using one or more cases to create theoretical constructs, 

propositions and/or mid-range theory from case-based, 

empirical evidence (Eisenhardt, 1989b).  Case studies are rich, 

empirical descriptions of particular instances of a phenomenon 

that are typically based on a variety data sources (Yin, 1994).  The 

study involves inductive case studies of Multi-Sided Platforms 

involved in the process of facilitating interactions between two or 

more counter-parties.  This multiple-case design is a well-

developed methodology used in organisational research to 

expand existing theory.  Multiple cases permit a replication logic 

in which cases are treated as independent experiments, each 

serving to confirm or disconfirm inferences drawn from the 

others (Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 2009).  As befits the exploratory 

nature of the primary research questions in this study, no testable 

hypotheses were formed prior to data collection (Glaser and 

Strauss, 1967; Suddaby, 2006).  Rather, the goal of the study is to 

use the data collected to develop specific theoretical constructs 

and related propositions which advance current organisational 

theory in novel directions (Eisenhardt, 1989; Eisenhardt, 1991; 

Siggelkow, 2007).    

 

This methodology is particularly suited to the study of Multi-

Sided Platforms, which, while context and story “rich,” suffer 

from a paucity of theoretical development (Dees et al., 2004; 
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Austin et al., 2006).  The qualitative interview data was analysed 

using four levels of analysis (Levels 1 through 4) adapted from 

Cope (2005) with an additional level that considers the data 

collection and recording process itself as the first level of analysis 

(Level 0).  This process involves the identification of general and 

unique themes from all the cases using repetitions that is topics 

that reoccur and the constant comparison method, that is 

identifying similarities and differences between cases (Ryan and 

Bernard, 2003) within the categories of inquiry and themes of the 

descriptive framework.  The descriptors in the descriptive 

framework serve as qualitative codebook.  The outcome of this 

level of analysis is the objective findings based on the collected 

data. 

 

1.10 Scope 

In this study, the scope extended across the identification of a 

sufficiently large sample of successful Multi-Sided Platforms in 

Ireland to getting a thorough understanding of the background to 

the businesses and their Founders, to identifying the 

characteristics and success factors of each platform during the 

early growth phase and specifying the success factors common to 

these platforms.  Sixteen Multi-Sided Platforms were first 

selected to participate is this research, but, after the first set of 

interviews, this was narrowed down to eleven platforms that met 

the qualifying criteria.  Following background research using the 

reports published by Enterprise Ireland into investments they 

made in Multi-Sided Platforms and other publicly available 

information on websites such as CrunchBase, two semi-

structured interviews were conducted in-person with the 

Founders of each of these eleven selected platforms.  The 

interviews were all carried out over a period of two years between 
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May 2018 and May 2020.  The semi-structured interview 

questionnaires, together with the transcript of one of the 

interviews is included in the Appendices.    

 

1.10.1 Sample (Purposive Sampling) 

A purposive sample, also referred to as a judgmental or expert 

sample, is a type of nonprobability sample.  The main objective 

of a purposive sample is to produce a sample that can be logically 

assumed to be representative of the population.  This is often 

accomplished by applying expert knowledge of the population to 

select in a non-random manner a sample of elements that 

represents a cross-section of the population (Lavrakas, 2008).  

Purposive sampling was used in this study to select the Multi-

Sided Platforms that formed the basis of this research.  The 

publicly available Enterprise Ireland report of those companies 

that have secured investment funding over the previous six years 

was used as the basis for selecting the start-ups that would form 

the basis of this research.  Enterprise Ireland invests in more 

early stage platforms than any other organisation in Ireland and, 

as a semi-state organisation, it is required to make this 

information publicly available.  

 

1.10.2 Delimitations 

The data for this case study research was collected from face-to-

face semi-structured interviews with the founders or co-founders 

of the businesses.  There is therefore a reliance on data from a 

single individual within each enterprise, albeit the individual with 

the best understanding of the way in which the business was 

launched and scaled during its first two years in operation.  Only 

transaction-centric, as opposed to data-centric, platforms, in B2C 

environments were considered.  All of these platform businesses 



19 
 

are located in Ireland and only platforms that started out as a 

stand-alone business, as opposed to being an offshoot of a larger 

entity, were considered.  Only companies that secured follow on 

funding, after they received funding from Enterprise Ireland, the 

state agency that supports early-stage businesses in Ireland, were 

included in the sample.  This follow on funding had to be secured 

at a higher company valuation than that at which Enterprise 

Ireland had invested for the company to be eligible to participate 

in the research.   

 

1.10.3 Limitations 

The limitations of the study are those characteristics of design or 

methodology that set parameters on the application or 

interpretation of the results of the study.  It is assumed that 

certain characteristics and strategic decisions of the multi-sided 

platforms can be explanatory elements of the success of the 

firm. The most obvious limitation of this study relates to the 

ability to draw descriptive or inferential conclusions from a small 

sample data about a larger group.  Additionally, all of the 

companies that participated in this research are located in 

Ireland, a small open economy on the fringes of Europe.  The 

degree to which the results achieved may be generalisable across 

other economies is a limitation of this study.  The nature of 

entrepreneurship is such that, from a given starting position or 

initial state, no two start-ups will perform the same and in fact, 

the same start-up will not even perform the same over two time 

periods, given the same starting positions.      

 

1.10.4 Structure of the Study 

This chapter presented the background of Multi-Sided Platforms 

and their emergence as digital business models capable of 
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achieving exponential growth in a relatively short time frame.  

This chapter also contained the objectives of this study, which 

included identifying the launch strategies of Irish Multi-Sided 

Platforms, such as the selected organisations, the characteristics 

of these platforms and the associated success factors.  The 

research questions, which guided the study, were also presented, 

as was the significance of the study, which expanded the 

literature on MSPs by providing an understanding of the 

characteristics and success factors of MSPs.  Chapter 2 presents 

the literature review, which served as the foundation for this 

study.  In this chapter, Multi-Sided Platforms and their evolution 

are explained.  Additionally, various MSP launch strategies, in 

general, and those pertaining to the selected research 

participants, in particular, are discussed.  Moreover, the limits of 

the literature, as related to availability and reliability of platform 

launch strategies, are noted.  Chapter 3 outlines the research 

paradigm and design: the underlying epistemology of the 

qualitative approach used in this thesis followed by the 

justification for iv choosing this approach together with the 

selected research design, namely the case study method, the unit 

of analysis and the selection of cases.  Chapter 4 documents the 

use of semi-structured interviews as data collection method, the 

process and recording procedures used, and associated ethical 

considerations. The analysis and interpretation process applied 

is also outlined together with a discussion of the trustworthiness 

and limitations of the study arising from the choice of paradigm, 

design and method.  Chapter 5 presents the findings of the 

empirical research in the selected Multi-Sided Platforms, 

together with the interpretation thereof within the context of 

extant literature.  Chapter 6 summarises the findings, presents 
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the implications thereof and concludes with recommendations 

for further research.  
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Chapter 2 – Literature Review 

2 Literature Review 

2.1 Introduction 

The following literature review provides a context for this 

research and is a critical assessment of the knowledge, concepts, 

theories and models established on the success factors and 

growth strategies of Multi-Sided Digital Platforms and, more 

importantly, the strengths and weaknesses of these ideas.  This 

review begins by examining the origins and special features of 

digital platforms and considers the typology of multi-sided 

platforms.  There follows a review of the literature in relation to 

the coordination problems inherent in attracting early adopters 

to a platform.  After that, exclusivity in platforms, content in 

platforms, barriers to entry and launch strategies mentioned in 

the literature are discussed.  In the final section, the previous 

literature on platform characteristics and success factors is 

reviewed.    

 

Platforms are ubiquitous and they are disrupting businesses, 

consumer behaviour and even governments.  Mobile and web-

based solutions have created new opportunities and new business 

model structures (Eckhardt et al., 2018; Iansiti and Lakhani, 

2017; McIntyre and Srinivasan, 2017; Parker and Van Alstyne, 

2018; Teece, 2018).  Firms like AirBnb and Amazon have 

introduced new ways of structuring their assets by redesigning 

their business model away from simply selling products towards 

the facilitation of economic interactions between two or more 

(related) user groups (e.g., buyers and sellers in case of Amazon).  

These platforms facilitate interactivity between users and in this 
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way are different to traditional business structures that produce 

a product from a set of raw materials (Gawer and Cusumano, 

2014; Thomas et al., 2014).  In many cases, these multi-sided 

platforms can introduce new transaction mechanisms much 

faster and at much lower cost. 

 

In today’s economy, businesses are increasingly characterized by 

competition among platform-mediated networks in which 

network users—individuals or firms—desire compatibility and 

interaction (Eisenmann, Parker, and Van Alstyne, 2011).  They 

usually create and provide high-value interactions to multiple 

types of users for modest operating costs because they are not 

required to build physical products or hold stock. (Edelman, 

2015).  These types of companies have the potential to earn 

supernormal profits by tapping into the power of platforms and 

leveraging the new rules of strategy they give rise to (Choudary, 

et. al, 2016).  Furthermore, multisided business platforms bring 

together producers and consumers in a manner which gives rise 

to high–value exchanges.  The core assets of these platforms are 

information and interaction which also puts the business at a 

distinct competitive (Choudary, et al, 2016).  This new form of 

business model enables new types of interactions for both B2B 

and B2C companies that may not have been possible previously.  

(Eisenmann, Parker, and Alstyne, 2006; Evans and Schmalensee, 

2008; Gawer, 2009; Hagiu, 2005; Rochet and Tirole, 2006).   

 

Platforms with a large number of active users are more appealing 

to other potential and registered users on a platform (Cennamo 

and Santalo, 2013).  The greater the number of other users with 

whom a user can interact the greater the value to all users 

(Eisenmann, 2007; Farrell and Saloner, 1985; Katz and Shapiro, 
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1986).  For example, the higher the number of registered users on 

platforms like Instagram the greater will be the value of the 

network.  Additional value may also accrue indirectly to users if 

they believe that networks with more users will also offer a 

greater variety of complementary products and services (Evans, 

2003; Rochet and Tirole, 2003).  Through exploiting these direct 

network effects (also known as same-side effects) and indirect 

network effects (also known as cross-side effects) platform 

operators often achieve positions of dominance (Bonardi and 

Durand, 2003; Eisenmann et al., 2011).  The high growth rates of 

businesses like Match.com and Betfair, has resulted in prominent 

exposure for companies that facilitate interactions between more 

than one cohort of users.  However, despite the considerable 

achievements of these multi-sided platforms in a short space of 

time and their greater prominence in the lives of ordinary citizens 

and consumers, previous research in relation to the nature of 

platforms, the types of users they attract and the ways in which 

they appear to achieve rapid success appears to lack cohesion.     

 

This literature review appraises the relevant research into Multi-

Sided Platforms over the last twenty years and identifies which 

definitions have been used in the literature, how researchers have 

classified these platforms, how multi-sided platforms can be 

identified, which features are exclusive to these business models 

and the launch strategies adopted by the operators of these 

platforms.  Special attention is given to previous research into 

pricing decisions, solving the problem of bringing two sides on 

board at the same time, the way in which platforms are 

structured, the ease with which users can switch from one 

platform to a competitor, the content produced by platforms and 

the importance of network effects.  This literature review also 
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highlights the gaps in prior literature and the way in which the 

proposed research addresses that gap.   

 

Heretofore, strategic management research has focused on 

concepts such as platform leadership (Gawer and Cusumano, 

2002; Gawer and Henderson, 2007) and strategic interactions 

with complementors (Cennamo and Santalo, 2013; Kapoor and 

Lee, 2013), while also examining strategic choices around 

leveraging an existing installed base of users (Afuah, 2013; 

Fuentelsaz, Garrido, and Maicas, 2015).  While these three 

streams of research have vastly enhanced our understanding of 

networks and platforms, many studies across these perspectives 

have been limited to single-industry settings or narrative cases, 

thus limiting more robust and generalizable implications 

(McIntyre & Srinivasan 2017).   

 

The early focus for strategy management researchers in relation 

to multi-sided platforms was predominantly on how platform 

operators set prices on each side of the platform, in order to 

attract a sufficient number of users of interest to the platform, 

and then how to leverage the positive interactions from early 

adopters into an outcome of network effects – both same side and 

cross side.  In their pioneering paper, Rochet and Tirole (2003) 

unveil the determinants of price allocation and end-user surplus 

for different governance structures, and highlight that, in order 

to succeed, platforms devote much attention to their business 

model, specifically, the way in which interaction between the two 

sides generates revenues.   

 

Later studies in the strategy management domain considered 

platform features and the relative quality of competing platforms.  
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Because end-users typically place a premium on the number of 

other users on the platform, some have argued that the quality of 

the platform may be inferior as a result of network effects.  The 

issue of the quality of the platform has been examined by other 

researchers also, as it is rare for a platform of low quality to 

dominate a market and gives rise to the question of the 

importance of product quality.  McIntyre, (2011) examined the 

impact of product quality on installed base growth for a given 

product line.  How this relates to first-mover advantage requires 

more consideration as it would be expected that higher quality 

should lead to higher growth rates.  Rather, effective strategy in 

network competition appears to centre on the trade-off between 

early product releases, with the intent of establishing an early 

installed base, and later product releases, where the emphasis is 

on higher product quality.    

 

Tellis, Yin, and Niraj (2009) show that though both quality and 

network effects affect market share flows, market share 

leadership changes often, and switches in share leadership 

closely follow switches in the quality of the product.  Network 

effects enhance the positive effect of quality.  In relation to the 

success of new entrants, Zhu and Iansiti, (2012) studied the 

interaction between the quality of a platform and the expectations 

of customers.  Their key contribution is that success is related to 

the power of cross-side network effects and the degree to which 

end-users perceive the platform will improve in the future.     

 

Market entry timing of two-sided platforms has also attracted the 

attention of strategic management researchers.  Eisenmann 

(2006) argued that first movers may gain advantage by acquiring 

customers before competitors enter the market and that Internet 
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companies spend heavily to accelerate growth.  Founders 

perceived a ‘land grab' opportunity, and often believed their 

businesses would enjoy increasing returns.  In situations where 

platforms can benefit from higher returns from scale it is in their 

best interests to move quickly.  He concurred with Katz and 

Shapiro (1986) who found that “Firms may enjoy demand related 

increasing returns when they control property rights required to 

deliver goods or services that are subject to network effects.”  

Prior to this, Schilling (2002) noted “Failure to invest in learning 

can cause a firm to be unable to keep up with technological 

progress in an industry and anticipate shifts in customer 

requirements.  The failure of a company to maintain the pace of 

technological advancement of its competitors often excludes 

firms from keeping up with their rivals.  It may be incapable of 

producing a technology standard that meets customer 

requirements.  In industries with strong network externality 

effects, the inability to meet customer requirements can also lead 

to lockout because of an insufficient installed base.  Furthermore, 

even firms whose technologies have large installed bases and 

wide availability of complementary goods can be locked out if 

they fail to anticipate shifts in customer requirements.”  Thus, 

Schilling (2002) argued it is essential for firms to continually 

invest in education and innovation in order to reduce the 

possibility of being excluded from industry participation.     

 

Other studies in the strategy domain have focused on the impact 

of other drivers of competitive advantage such the unfair 

advantages that market incumbents have, as a result of firm size.  

Sheremata (2004) argued that new entrants can successfully 

compete against dominant players in network industries through 

innovation.  Market dynamics dictate the basis on which this 
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competition occurs.  The scale potential of the market is 

important here and players can benefit from indicating to users 

that they have the potential to dominate an industry.  

Chintakananda and McIntyre (2014) argue that markets with 

strong network effects tend to enhance both growth and deferral 

options.  As such, several scholars have focused their attention on 

the impact of entry timing decisions to attract an early critical 

mass of users and serve as a signal of growth potential.  

 

While the traditional notion has been that early entry gives firms 

a better chance to build their installed base to ensure future 

viability, recent studies have posited that early entry may indeed 

be detrimental to a firm, with many late entrants effectively 

outselling incumbents to prevent them from retaining their early 

leadership positions (Evans, 2003; Tellis et al., 2009).  Suarez, 

Grodal, and Gotsopolous, (2015) note that the optimal time to 

enter emerging industries is a key concern in strategy, yet 

scholars struggle to create a theoretical foundation that can 

integrate conflicting empirical findings.  These studies have 

underscored the need for more robust strategies around entry 

timing, rather than simply rushing to achieve first-mover status 

(McIntyre and Subramaniam, 2009).  

 

The way in which new entrants can compete with established 

service providers is another area of interest for strategy 

researchers (Eisenmann et al., 2011; Schilling, 2002; Sheremata, 

2004).  While Schilling (2002) found that poor availability of 

complements increases the likelihood of a platform firm’s lock-

out, Sheremata (2004) found that new entrants engaging in 

radical innovations or employing successful platform 

envelopment strategies can successfully leapfrog dominant 
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platform firms even when network effects are strong.  Eisenmann 

et al. (2011) concurred with Sheremata (2004) and concluded 

that entrants generally must offer revolutionary functionality to 

win substantial market share, due to network effects and 

switching costs in platform markets.   

 

Relatedly, some researchers have attempted to determine the 

strategic relevance of a “superior” product in the emergence of a 

dominant platform.  Given the impact of network effects, some 

have argued that a small lead in attracting early customers could 

tip the market in the favour of an early entrant with an inferior 

product or service (Sheremata, 2004).  On the other hand, 

another subset of strategy research holds that product quality is 

an important determinant of success in such markets, and that 

dominant platforms tend to be those that exhibit the highest 

quality (McIntyre, 2011; Tellis et al., 2009).  For example, Zhu 

and Iansiti (2012) found that installed base advantages alone do 

not always protect incumbents from new entrants in the video 

game industry, and that incumbents need to achieve quality levels 

comparable to the new entrant to retain market leadership.  Thus, 

the strategic value of quality advantages in platform-mediated 

networks, and the contextual factors that may enhance or 

mitigate the advantage of a higher-quality platform, remain 

ambiguous.  

 

While these and other studies have focused on understanding 

strategies by which firms can increase the size of their installed 

base, related research has focused on the impact of installed base 

size on future platform adoption decisions.  For instance, 

Shankar and Bayus (2003) used the context of the video game 

console industry to understand the relationship between installed 
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base size and network growth, and were able to show that a well-

executed strategy even works for firms with a low number of 

clients.     

 

The correlation between network effects and the size of a user 

base has been investigated in other sectors also, such as 

telecommunications (Chacko and Mitchell, 1998) and peer-to-

peer file sharing networks (Asvanund et al., 2004).  This has 

helped scholars better understand the competitive forces at work 

in platform industries.  But, heretofore, attention has largely been 

on the behaviour of individual users, in spite of the conviction of 

strategic management researchers that complements also play an 

important role in generating network effects on multi-sided 

platforms.  While more research is required in this area, Kapoor 

and Lee (2013) examine platforms in the context of their business 

ecosystems and explore how differences in the ways in which 

firms position themselves in relation to complementary activities 

can impact on whether they invest in new technologies or not.  

They argue that, in addition to creating differences in incentives 

and bureaucratic costs, firm-complement or organisational form 

plays an important role in the firm's ability to coordinate 

accompanying changes in activities of a complementary nature in 

order to ensure they can take advantage of allocating resources to 

new technology early in the process.     

 

Finally, researchers in this area are now exploring the dynamic 

nature of platform-mediated networks from an empirical 

perspective, specifically how business of a complementary nature 

decide to engage with platforms over time, and the impact this 

has on the degree to which platforms can dominate their 

industry.  For example, Venkatraman and Lee (2004) looked at 
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how network structure (density overlap and embeddedness) and 

technology characteristics of a platform (dominance and 

newness) impacted on the way in which two or more 

organisations collaborated with each other during product 

launches in the U.S. video game industry.  Their results showed 

that choices made by the developers to launch games for 

particular game consoles were significantly explained by these 

four factors – density overlap, embeddedness, dominance and 

newness.  Cennamo and Santalo (2013) extended this and found 

that platform firms may benefit from expanding the number and 

variety of applications or securing exclusivity agreements, but 

concurrent attempts at both strategies are counterproductive.   

 

Similarly, Boudreau and Jeppesen (2015) adopted the 

complementor perspective to find that unpaid complementors in 

newer platform contexts such as online digital platforms 

responded to platform-installed base growth similarly to paid 

complementors.  They note that platforms have evolved beyond 

just being organized as multi-sided markets with complementors 

selling to users.  Complementors frequently operate for no 

payment, by the very nature of the way in which they engage with 

a platform,  and are motivated by different considerations,  which 

should affect how they respond to platform growth.  They 

examine a number of different circumstances in which it is 

questionable whether to attract large numbers of complementors 

in order to achieve network effects.   What their research shows 

is that complementor development is impacted by growth in the 

activity on a platform even when no incentives are offered to 

users to engage, but that getting complementors involved does 

not lead to network effects, nor even on the advancement of the 

platform.     
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McIntyre & Srinivasan (2017) argue that “it is our contention that 

additional studies are needed to better understand the genesis 

and maintenance of competitive advantage in the context of 

platform-mediated networks.”  This research follows this call 

from McIntyre and Srinivasan (2017).    

 

Specifically, this empirical research aims to answer the following 

key questions: 

1. What are the Characteristics of Multi-Sided Platforms? 

2. What are the Success Factors of Multi-Sided Platforms? 

 

Sub questions will include: 

1. What Launch Strategies do successful Multi-Sided 

Platforms adopt? 

2. What platform elements are typically present in Multi-

Sided Platforms that have achieved high growth rates? 

    

By elaborating on the themes around these questions, this 

research aims for greater integration and extension of the three 

dominant perspectives on strategy among platform-mediated 

networks.  In their review of the wider market for platforms, Van 

Alstyne and Parker (2017) state: “For every successful platform, 

there are many more that struggle or simply don't make it” – 

market characteristics that may eventually lead to a situation 

where one dominant operator controls the entire market 

(Boudreau and Jeppesen, 2015; Cusumano et al., 2019; Gawer, 

2014; Zhu and Iansiti, 2012).  As networks and platforms play an 

increasingly prominent role in a variety of settings, 

understanding their core elements and success factors presents a 

critical avenue of study for scholars and practitioners of strategic 
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management.  This research focuses on platforms where the unit 

of analysis is a selection of digital platforms launched in Ireland 

between 2012 and 2019.       

 

2.2 Definitions and Concepts  

The literature on Multi-Sided Platforms does not have a clear and 

widely accepted definition of what exactly a platform is, as 

highlighted by van Damme et al. (2010) and Evans (2011).  The 

term Multi-Sided market (or two-sided market) was first used in 

Rochet and Tirole (2003), although prior to 2003 other 

researchers had also examined these business models, including 

Parker and Van Alstyne (2000), Caillaud and Jullien (2001) and 

Caillaud and Jullien (2003).  In the last two articles, platforms 

are referred to as “cibermediaries”.  Rochet and Tirole (2006) 

note that you know a multi-sided market when you see it, but its 

identification presents a number of problems.  Evans et al. (2008) 

state that platforms are technologies that can be used in different 

industries, which followed the view that a platform is a 

technology that minimizes transactions costs, or a technology 

that creates a value allowing transactions that otherwise would 

not occur, as noted by Evans and Schmalensee (2005).    In their 

seminal 2003 article, Rochet and Tirole proposed a definition 

that considered markets and platforms as the same item: A 

market with network externalities is a two-sided market if 

platforms can effectively cross-subsidise between different 

categories of end users that are parties to a transaction.  The main 

weakness of this definition is that it only considers the way in 

which pricing is used to stimulate activity and fails to consider 

platform features or benefits.  There is also an implicit 

assumption that platform operators can control the interactions 

that take place on the platform.  Clearly, in the case of platforms 
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like Uber, the operators are not in a position to determine which 

cars are available and when.      

 

It is the essential role paid by indirect (or cross-side) network 

effects, as observed by Rochet and Tirole, which led to the most 

important contribution to the literature on multi-sided markets.  

Specifically, they asked the key question of who pays for the 

service and used this to make the contrast between traditional 

one-sided markets and the more recent two-sided markets.  For 

example, in the case of a dating agency subscription in which men 

pay $500 and women pay $100, the total price paid by both sides 

is $600.  The key question to answer is whether the volume of 

activity would remain the same if both sides paid the average 

amount of €300.  If the answer to this question is no, then Rochet 

and Tirole (2006) argued that this provides the strongest clue 

that the business is a two-sided platform.  They do, however, 

appreciate that while almost all companies, both one-sided and 

multi-sided, would benefit from being able to engage in price 

differentiation, it is the resulting outcome due to network effects 

which is the key differentiator.  One of the first papers to put 

forward a wider definition was Evans (2003): Multi-sided 

platforms coordinate the demand of distinct groups of customers 

who need each other in some way.  The difficulty with this 

definition is its wide-ranging scope – many types of customers 

could need each other.  It is one of the first works, however, to 

observe that platforms may not always be in a position to control 

the transactions and that this shifts to external users.  

 

Many authors consider that the existence of indirect network 

effects is what defines a multi-sided market.  While this definition 

is clearly very broad, the presence of cross-side network effects is 
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a fundamental element in the definition of multi-sided markets.  

More users on one side of the platform must be of greater value 

to the number of users on the other side of the platform in order 

for this definition to hold.  In general, many of the definitions of 

multi-sided markets are based on the existence of these 

externalities, as articulated by in Evans (2003), Schiff (2003), 

Wright (2004), Ambrus and Argenziano (2004), Hagiu (2004), 

Jullien (2005), Anderson and Coate (2005), Armstrong and 

Wright (2007), Parker and Van Alstyne (2005), Evans et al. 

(2008), Weyl (2010), Weisman and Kulick (2010), Ivaldi et al. 

(2011).  The outliers in this debate about definitions are Hagiu 

and Wright (2015) who take issue with the cross-side network 

approach used by the authors above.  They propose a definition 

of multi-sided businesses based on two characteristics:  

• Multi-sided businesses enable direct interactions between two 

or more sides  

• Each side is affiliated with the platform  

 

By “direct interactions”, they mean that two or more sides retain 

control over the essential terms of the engagement.  For example, 

on the Uber app there are two sides, drivers and commuters.  

Drivers decide what car to offer and what hours they will work, as 

opposed to the taxi companies that dictate what is available and 

when.  Hagiu and Wright (2015) argue that this is the main 

difference between one-sided and the multi-sided markets.  By 

“affiliation”, they mean that participants on each side consciously 

make platform-specific decisions and commitments that 

facilitate the transactions and ensure the two sides can engage 

directly with each other.  The more time that users on both sides 

of the market commit to the platform, by downloading the app 

and writing reviews after each journey, the greater the level of 
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affiliation with the platform, something that differentiates 

platform businesses from more traditional linear businesses in 

which long-term persistent value is not being created.  The most 

notable contribution of Hagiu and Wright is that their definition 

does not contain any reference to indirect or cross-side network 

effects, namely the interaction between users from different 

sides.  They are of the view that cross-side network effects are 

insufficient to define a multi-sided platform, although they accept 

that indirect network effects could be a consequence of 

“affiliation” or “direct interaction”.  Additionally, they do not 

accept the view that every market with indirect network effects is 

a two-sided market by highlighting that indirect network effects 

are not exclusive to multi-sided platforms.  They give the example 

of a law firm, who, with lots of celebrity clients, would be likely to 

attract business from other celebrities, simply because of the 

profile of their existing clients, but this would not be an example 

of cross-side network effects in action.   

 

The lack of agreement in the literature in defining a two-sided 

market highlights the need to reference some other authors who 

have made contributions in this area.  Authors, such as 

Filistrucchi and Klein (2013) or Evans et al. (2008), claim that 

there is a high level of ambiguity between the definitions 

proffered by authors.  Filistrucchi and Klein (2013) and Rysman 

(2009), for example, claim that, theoretically, Rochet and Tirole’s 

definition can include one-sided businesses.  Another criticism of 

the Rochet and Tirole’s and Evans’ definitions is that they refer to 

“markets”, not to businesses or platforms, as with the Hagiu and 

Halaburda definition.  Rysman and Evans go further and state 

that because it is hard to find “pure multisided markets”, the 

definition of multi-sided markets is not totally correct.  They 
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maintain it is easier to find “multi-sided businesses/platforms”.  

This issue is exacerbated when it is recognised that in certain 

circumstances there is competition between companies offering 

the same service, but one is a multi-sided platform, while the 

other is operating as a traditional linear business.  In response to 

this, Rysman put forward another definition: A two-sided market 

is one in which:  

1) Two sets of agents interact through an intermediary or 

platform, and  

2) The decisions of each set of agents affects the outcomes of the 

other set of agents, typically through an externality  

 

According to Rysman, the key consideration is to know how 

important multi-sided issues are, because all markets could be 

one-sided to some extent.  Other authors proffer definitions 

which highlight the link between groups and platforms, such as 

Kumar et al. (2010): Two different types of users may realize 

gains by interacting with one another through one or more 

platforms or mediators, or Amelio and Jullien (2012): The 

concept of two-sided market refers to a specific instance of 

networks where the services are used by two distinct groups of 

customers interacting.  On the other hand, Ivaldi et al. (2011) 

argues that two-sided platforms are multi-product firms which 

serve different products to each side, and where there are indirect 

network effects among sides.  From this, it is evident that we do 

not yet have a universally accepted definition of multi-sided 

markets or platforms.  There is a consensus on the idea of two or 

more groups of agents who need each other in some way and who 

rely on platforms to intermediate interactions between them.  

There is also consensus on the idea that it is more important to 

determine the linkages between the two sides of the market than 
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the market itself Filistrucchi et al. (2012a) or Weyl (2010).  Weyl 

highlights that definitions have their flaws but, in general, multi-

sided markets have three features:  

• There is a multi-product firm.  A platform provides distinct 

services to two sides (or more) of the market.  

• There are cross-side network effects.  The benefits users derive 

from participation depends on user participation on the other 

side of the market.  

• Bilateral market power.  Platforms set the prices on both sides 

of the market.  

 

Weyl concludes that if a platform does not explicitly charge 

different prices to different groups of users, it is best viewed as a 

traditional or linear, one-sided business.  In summary, the 

definitions of multi-sidedness in the literature are inconsistent 

with each other and a consensus is lacking.  However, Filistrucchi 

et al. (2012a) point out: although at first sight there are appears 

to be still some debate on the exact definition of a two-sided 

market, the different definitions proposed appear consistent 

enough to allow the practical identification of two-sided markets. 

2.3 Origins and special features of the Multi-

sided Literature  

Parker and Van Alstyne (2000) wrote the first paper in which the 

role of indirect network effects in the context of multi-sided 

platforms was considered.  It could also be argued that this 

literature was born with the first paper that coined the term 

“economic platforms”.  Therefore, the previous papers were only 

necessary steps toward this new type of business model.  The first 

paper that describes these business models in detail is Caillaud 

and Jullien (2001), but the first seminal paper in this literature 
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was written by Rochet and Tirole (2003).  However, the first work 

in which the special nature of two-sided (or multi-sided) markets 

was articulated is by Wright (2004).  He highlights eight common 

statements (or fallacies, as he refers to them) that do not apply to 

multi-sided markets, as follows:  

• An efficient price structure should be set to reflect relative costs 

(user-pays)  

• A high price-cost margin indicates market power  

• A price below marginal cost indicates predation  

• An increase in competition necessarily results in a more efficient 

structure of prices  

• An increase in competition necessarily results in a more 

balanced price structure  

• In mature markets, price structures that do not reflect costs are 

no longer justified  

• Where one side of a two-sided market receives services below 

marginal cost, it must be receiving a cross-subsidy from users on 

the other side  

• Regulating prices set by a platform in a two-sided market is 

competitively neutral  

 

The key insight into why traditional market dynamics do not 

apply to multi-sided businesses is because of the 

interrelationship between the various sides of the platform.  This 

observation has led to a generally agreed conclusion that the way 

in which multi-sided markets operate requires a different type of 

analysis.  Evans and Schmalensee (2013) of note, highlight that 

one-sided dynamics often do not apply, at least not without an 

important rethink, when analysing multisided platforms.  The 

fact that multi-sided platforms typically adopt an asymmetric 

price structure, depending on the degree of difficulty in attracting 
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one or other side to the platform, is a key differentiator between 

the dynamics of one-sided markets and multi-sided markets.  The 

more difficult side to attract will usually pay less than the easier 

side to attract.  Very often, platforms actually subsidise the more 

difficult side, making these users a loss-making proposition on 

the platform.  But as Evans (2003) points out, other 

considerations beyond simply the issue of asymmetric pricing are 

at play, specifically that prices have little or no relationship with 

marginal costs.  Such is the nature of the interrelationship 

between the sides, it would not be unusual for a platform to 

respond to an increase in costs on one side with an increase in 

prices on the other side.  Jullien (2005) states that it is a feature 

of multi-sided markets that prices which maximise the welfare of 

users will not correlate with marginal costs.  Rysman (2009) 

concurs with this and writes: Theoretically, it is often hard to 

establish whether a given price in a two-sided market is higher or 

lower than socially optimal, or even whether the degree of 

competition between participants would increase or reduce the 

prevailing price.   Essentially, the platform must subsidize one 

group to attract the other group.  These subsidies come from the 

fact that one side generates a greater (lower) positive (negative) 

externality on the other side, as Parker and Van Alstyne (2005) 

and Economides and Katsamakas (2006) highlight.   

 

While the above highlights the differences between Multi-sided 

platforms and traditional one-sided business, the two business 

models do have some commonalities.  Reisinger (2004) 

demonstrates that the greater the differentiation between 

platforms, the greater the profits for at least one platform, a 

dynamic that also prevails in one-sided markets.  Related, Hagiu 

(2004) or Evans (2002) found that differentiation guarantees the 
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existence of several platforms in the same market, again a 

dynamic that is evident with traditional markets.  Rysman (2009) 

summaries this as follows: If platforms can differentiate from 

each other, they may be able to successfully coexist.  Parker and 

Van Alstyne (2005) compared two-sided and one-sided models, 

and they showed that the two-sided model leads to the 

internalisation of externalities, to bigger profits, and higher 

welfare levels.  An interesting finding from this is that the 

boundaries between one-sided and multi-sided models are only 

one indirect network effect away.  Finally, a perception prevails 

in the literature that platforms are prone to permanent 

monopolies.  White and Weyl (2016) argue that this is not true 

and highlight that under certain equilibrium conditions, 

networks effects can never lead to “entrenched market positions” 

because a more efficient but similar entrant may always use a 

strategy to undercut existing operators in the industry.     

 

Amit and Zott (2001, 2015) were the first to consider the 

theoretical foundations of the way in which value is created in 

online businesses.  They focused attention on the way in which 

transactions occur and from this were able to make observations 

about the way in which value is created.  Their model argues that 

e-businesses coordinate on four interdependent dimensions 

when unlocking value creation, namely: efficiency, 

complementarities, lock-in, and novelty.  What they find is that 

no single strategic management theory can fully explain the way 

in which value is created in online businesses.  Instead, what is 

required is a coming together of the established theoretical 

perspectives on value creation.  To facilitate this, Amit and Zott 

(2001) use the business model construct as a unit of analysis for 

strategic research on value creation in online businesses.  A 
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business model depicts the design of transaction content, 

structure, and governance so as to create value through the 

exploitation of business opportunities.  A firm’s business model 

is an important locus of innovation and a crucial source of value 

creation for the firm and its suppliers, partners, and customers.  

 

Two key theoretical insights emerge from the data analysis 

carried out by Amit and Zott (2001).  One is that four potential 

sources of value creation are present in e-businesses, namely 

efficiency, complementarities, lock-in, and novelty.  The other is 

that, in e-business, the main locus of value creation, and hence 

the appropriate unit of analysis, spans firm and industry 

boundaries and can be captured by the business model.  The term 

‘value’ refers to the total value created in e-business transactions 

regardless of whether it is the firm, the customer, or any other 

participant in the transaction who appropriates that value.  They 

therefore adopt Brandenburger and Stuart’s (1996) view of total 

value created as the sum of the values appropriated by each party 

involved in a transaction.  The authors suggest that the presence 

of these value drivers, which are anchored in the received 

strategic management theory, enhances the value-creation 

potential of e-business.  They argue that “the business-model 

construct is useful because it explains and predicts an empirical 

phenomenon (namely, value creation in e-business) that is not 

fully explained or predicted by conceptual frameworks already in 

existence (Shane and Venkatraman, 2000)”. 

 

Amit and Zott (2015) state: “A business model perspective on 

value creation in virtual markets therefore seeks to answer the 

following questions: (1) How do the participants to a transaction, 

especially the firm, which is the reference point of a business 
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model, enable transactions? and (2) How is value created in the 

process of enabling transactions?”   

 

This research builds on the Amit and Zott application of the 

business model as unit of analysis for digital businesses. 

2.4 Typologies of Multi-sided Models  

According to Sanchez-Cartas and Leon (2018), more than 80 

different models have been presented in multi-sided platform 

literature, and these can be classified in a number of different 

ways: according to the nature of fees (membership or use), the 

number of platforms (monopoly, duopoly, or N-platforms), the 

possibility of being in one or several platforms at the same time 

(single-homing vs multihoming) or the nature of the industry 

(B2C or B2B).  Filistrucchi (2008) cautioned that academic 

researchers, platform operators and regulatory authorities 

should treat different types of typologies in different ways.  As a 

result of this, key authors have attempted to classify platforms 

and models according to their inherent characteristics.  One of 

the first taxonomies in the field was created by Evans (2003).  He 

considers three categories, as follows:  

• Market-Makers. They facilitate interactions between members 

of distinct groups.  Each member of a group places a greater value 

on the service if there are more members of the other group with 

whom they can transact. The distinguishing feature of this 

category is the ability of the platform operator to monitor 

transactions  

• Audience-Makers. These are platforms that match advertisers 

with audiences  

• Demand-coordinators. These platforms do not strictly facilitate 

“transactions” between participants, in the way a traditional 
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market maker would, or “messages” in the way an audience-

maker would.   

 

However, this classification approach has a number of 

weaknesses, notably the restrictive nature of the categories.  Only 

platforms that generate their income from advertising, for 

example, would fit into the category of Audience-Makers.  While 

this taxonomy was a useful starting point in the platform 

literature, its flaws have been identified and it has now been 

overtaken by one with a more suitable selection of categories.  

Evans, himself, in collaboration with Schmalensee (2005), 

subsequently categorised four types of two-sided platforms: 

exchanges, advertiser-support media, transaction devices and 

software platforms.  However, this taxonomy also has flaws as 

there could be crossover between exchanges and transaction 

devices.  An alternative taxonomy that is simple and more useful 

for research purposes was proposed by Filistrucchi (2008) and 

classifies two-sided models into just two categories: 

• Two-sided non-transaction markets, or Media type. In these 

markets, the transaction is not present, or is unobservable.  These 

markets only generate income from membership fees.  An online 

business network in which members pay a monthly or annual 

subscription fee is an example of this.  The platform operator 

finds it very difficult to know what types of interaction amongst 

members emerge as a result of the connections it facilitates.  This 

also poses a challenge for optimal pricing as the benefits accruing 

to participants differs greatly.      

• Two-sided transaction markets, or payment card type.  On these 

platforms, the operator can see easily when a transaction has 

taken place and who are the two sides to the transaction.  This 

makes it a lot easier for the operator to set and justify its fees, due 
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to the homogeneous nature of transactions.  An example of this 

would be a crowdfunding platform that connected companies 

looking to raise funds with investors looking for new investment 

opportunities.  The fees charged by the operator are transparent 

and can be directly tied to the transactions.     

 

Filistrucchi argues that the Rochet and Tirole definition is better 

suited for “payment card type” markets, and the Evans definition 

is better for “media type” markets.  As with the definitions of two-

sided markets, it is clear that all of these classifications have 

arguments in favour and arguments against their adoption as the 

industry standard.  Certain features distinguish each 

classification.   

 

In conclusion, the classification of two-sided platforms has not 

been as well defined as it could have been and falls short of what 

has been achieved in other lines of research.  Authors have 

developed classifications to suit the nature of their research, such 

as a new theoretical framework or an analysis of a new feature of 

platforms.  While these classifications enrich the literature, an 

agreed industry-wide classification standard is required in the 

growing literature on multi-sided markets.     

2.5 Pricing in Multi-sided Markets  

One of the first, and most important, decisions that a platform 

provider must make before launch concerns to the optimal 

pricing structure that should be employed.    Unlike with 

traditional one-sided businesses where customers tend to be 

considered as homogeneous, platform managers must set prices 

for two different types of end user.  It is not simply a case of 

calculating the costs to produce the product and then adding a 

mark-up on these costs.  This is due to the interrelationship 
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between the two types of end users on a platform and the way in 

which transactions must be coordinated.  It is necessary for both 

sides of the platform to participate simultaneously in order for 

the platform to generate revenues.  This requires a critical mass 

of users on both sides in order for transactions to occur.  Weyl 

(2010) was one of the first to consider the platform’s challenge in 

terms of its choice of allocation rather than how it charges each 

side and shows that this approach reduces coordination 

problems.  The suggests that platform prices are a function of the 

number of participants on each side of the platform and that 

prices will need to be adjusted to accommodate the interests of 

both sets of participants.  Clearly, when operators can increase 

the chances of a match on their platform, they are in a better 

position to introduce a pricing structure that can lead to higher 

revenues.  This raises the issue as to whether operators set prices 

according to the number of actual users they have on the platform 

or the number of expected users of the platform.  Weyl argues that 

operators set prices according to the number of current users, 

whereas most other researchers favour the number of expected 

users as the appropriate approach.  One significant contribution 

of Weyl in relation to the pricing dynamic on platforms relates to 

the incentive of operators to capture marginal users, given the 

relatively low costs associated in servicing new users.    

 

This pricing structure of multi-sided markets is the focus of many 

early works in the literature, such as Rochet and Tirole (2003), 

Caillaud and Jullien (2003) or Armstrong (2006).  There is no 

disagreement amongst these authors that equilibrium prices in 

two-sided platforms are different to those in markets without 

network externalities.  The pricing arrangements in which one 

side pays a fee while the other side is subsidised is common in 
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many well-known platform markets.  Facebook and LinkedIn 

would be good examples of this, as would news websites such as 

CNN.com.  Rochet and Tirole (2003) describe this behaviour as 

operating to “the Seesaw principle” and explain it as follows: A 

factor that is conducive to a high price on one side, to the extent 

that it generates a higher margin for the platform on that same 

side, also tends to call for a low price on the other side, as 

acquiring members on that other side also generates more 

revenues.     

 

At a general level, multi-sided markets can set prices in one of two 

ways – membership and transaction fees.  The membership 

model requires users to pay a price for using the service.  Netflix 

operates under this form of payment, whereby the end user pays 

a monthly fee to avail of the service.  Under the transaction fee 

model, a fee is paid every time a transaction occurs, such as when 

a holiday maker makes a booking on Airbnb.  It is possible for 

platforms to operate both models at the same time, for different 

services and to different cohorts of customers.  Amazon, for 

example, offers both a monthly fee for Amazon Prime and also 

charges sellers a transaction fee every time they sell an item on 

the platform.  Amazon is also a good example of a business that 

changes its business model as an industry evolves, with its 

Amazon Web Services offering now accounting for most of the 

profits of the company.  The literature, however, is mostly 

confined to analysing the two different models separately, 

although there are papers that consider both, such as Armstrong 

(2006), Schiff (2003) or Rochet and Tirole (2006). 
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2.6 Coordination problems - Chicken & egg 

problem  

The unique feature of two-sided platforms is that they must 

attract two different types of users simultaneously in order for 

activity to occur.  In the absence of one or other set of users the 

platform cannot function, regardless of what pricing model is 

deployed.  As Evans (2003) described it: The businesses that 

participate in these industries have to figure out ways to get both 

sides on board.  Caillaud and Jullien (2001) were the first to 

articulate this situation as ‘the chicken and egg problem’, a term 

that is now commonplace in the literature on multi-sided 

platforms.  Also known as the ‘coordination problem’, they show 

that indirect network externalities arise as the likelihood of 

finding one’s match on the platform increases with the number of 

users of the other side of the platform.  In a later article, Caillaud 

and Jullien (2003) state that the uniqueness of equilibrium is 

unrealistic in many circumstances.  Jullien (2005) is one of the 

first articles in addressing the coordination problem when he 

highlights that users only participate if they are confident in the 

engagement of the others.  This position supports the idea of 

overcoming the coordination problem by making assumptions 

about the expectations of participants.  This approach features in 

various articles, such as Caillaud and Jullien (2001), Caillaud and 

Jullien (2003), Doganoglu and Wright (2006), Hagiu (2006), 

Bakos and Katsamakas (2008), Chao and Derdenger (2010), 

Economides and T˚ag (2012).  However, White and Weyl (2016) 

challenge this and highlight that it is a risky strategy to focus only 

on consumers’ ability to coordinate among themselves.  In their 

opinion, while this solution to the coordination problem is a 

satisfactory one, it is somewhat unrealistic because it implies that 
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consumers are able to coordinate among themselves almost 

perfectly.   

 

Ambrus and Argenziano (2004) state that if there are lots of small 

consumers on the platform then it is practically impossible for 

them to get together and make explicit agreements on how to 

behave.  They propose a way to overcome the coordination 

problem without assuming that consumers have the ability to act 

in concert.  They propose “coalitional rationalizability”, a 

situation in which users do not cooperate with each other, but 

instead restrict their activity to a subset of the original strategy 

set if it is in the interest of all other users to do so.  This 

perspective has not been widely adopted.  C Stummer et al (2017) 

distil the identified launch strategies for solving the chicken-and-

egg problem into six distinct strategies, as follows: (1) a single 

target group, (2) platform staging, (3) subsidizing, (4) platform 

envelopment, (5) exclusivity agreements, and (6) side switching.  

These strategies specifically address the chicken-and-egg 

problem of early-stage platforms and may be applied individually 

or in combination.  There follows a discussion on previous 

research into each of these strategies.     

 

2.6.1 Single Target Group  

Focusing on one particular target group or market segment is a 

well-known strategy (Porter 1980).  To this end, platforms may 

start, for example, with a single territory or sector.  By focusing 

exclusively on a smaller market size and the number of users to 

make the platform operational, founders need less resources and 

time to reach the stage from which they can rapidly expand into 

other locations or areas of the market.    By initially focusing on a 

single market segment, platforms can better differentiate 
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themselves from others and achieve greater success in this 

smaller market subset, which can often lead to higher 

expectations among potential platform users that others will 

adopt the same platform in future (Cennamo and Santalo 2013).  

Facebook famously limited its initial focus to Harvard University, 

only moving on to other universities after a critical mass of users 

was captured at Harvard.  To ensure only Harvard students were 

able to join during the first six months all users were required to 

have a Harvard university email address.  Uber initially limited 

its operations to San Francisco and once it was successful in this 

city, the founders decided to expand its business to other 

locations.  Two variations of this strategy are worth highlighting:  

• Marquee users: A platform focusing on marquee users initially 

acquires users whose participation delivers higher levels of value 

for other platform users, thereby potentially attracting a higher 

number of new users (Eisenmann et al. 2006; Rochet and Tirole 

2003).  Among other characteristics, marquee users can be 

opinion leaders, bring high-quality transactions to the platform 

(Binken and Stremersch 2009; Landsman and Stremersch 2011), 

or participate frequently in the activity on the platform (Wilson 

et al. 2009).  

• Loyal users: These may be active on a platform for a number of 

reasons, such as lower price sensitivity (Rochet and Tirole 2003), 

higher sunk costs (Evans 2003), or positive expectations for 

platform development (Zhu and Iansiti 2012).  Loyal users, as the 

name suggests, tend to display a lower willingness to stop using 

the platform and can often therefore allow the platform to build 

a critical mass of users at lower cost.  They also tend to be less 

price sensitive, which gives platform operators scope to generate 

higher revenues at an early stage in the platform’s evolution 

(Rysman 2009). 
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2.6.2 Platform Staging  

With the platform-staging strategy, a platform evolves in two 

distinct steps from a traditional business model in the first stage 

to a platform mediation business model in the second stage after 

reaching a critical mass of end users (Hagiu and Eisenmann 

2007; Hagiu and Wright 2015).  By adopting this strategy, 

platform operators can focus on one side of the market at a time, 

thereby avoiding negative indirect network effects in the early 

development stage.  Paddy Power, the sports betting company, 

operated as a traditional business before acquiring the betting 

exchange, Betfair, and then promoted the exchange product to its 

established database of users.  By providing the supply side 

completely independently, Paddy Power had the opportunity to 

focus on building the demand side of sports bettors.  This strategy 

can also be applied by platforms without an independent source 

of supply by contracting third-party suppliers with a traditional 

vendor business model in the first stage. A variation of the staging 

strategy is when a business starts out as a single-sided platform. 

McCormick Foods in the US had been operating for 126 years as 

a traditional bricks and mortar store, selling herbs, spices and 

seasonings.  In 2010 it decided to use Recipes and Taste Profiles 

to build a food-based platform.  Based on customer personal 

preferences it built a large community of online users who 

exchanged recipes and other types of content.  None of this could 

have been achieved without the original database of customers 

which allowed it to quickly build a critical mass of members.   

 

When executing a staging strategy, the platform design should be 

geared toward the final platform architecture from the outset 

(Eisenmann et al. 2008), even during the initial phase where a 

traditional, linear business model is being deployed.      
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2.6.3 Subsidising  

The unique nature of platforms as a business model is that almost 

always different prices are charged to different cohorts of users.  

This is known as price asymmetry.  The justification for this is 

because incentives, or subsidies are required to attract one side 

of the platform.  Subsidising strategies have been studied 

extensively in the economic literature (Anderson et al. 2014; 

Rochet and Tirole 2006).  Due to cross-side network effects, 

subsidising decisions on one side of a platform also affect the 

number of users who join on the other side (Armstrong 2006).  

Such platforms typically have a ‘subsidy side’ that allows the use 

of the platform with discounts or even for free, and a ‘money side’ 

that is charged for participation or transactions (Eisenmann et al. 

2006).  Subsidising one side of the market to attract the ‘money 

side’ of the platform until critical mass has been achieved is a 

common strategy (Eisenmann et al. 2011; Fath and Sarvary 

2003).  This can take different forms, such as free access, short 

term discounts, price cuts, free usage or inducements to transact 

(Ackerberg and Gowrisankaran 2006; Hagiu 2009; Muzellec et 

al. 2015), offers of additional services at no extra cost (Dou et al. 

2016), technical support for development programming 

(Schilling 2003), and even paying users as a means of getting 

them to engage with the platform (Evans 2003).  

 

A platform can therefore afford to sustain a loss on the ‘subsidy 

side’ as long as the loss is recovered on the ‘money side’ 

(Armstrong and Wright 2007).  Hagiu and Spulber (2013) argue 

that the basis on which decisions are made about who to charge 

and how much is not simple and is influenced by price elasticity 

of demand.  Most subsidising strategies on multi-sided platforms 
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show some elements of market penetration strategy with a low 

starting price and increase their price once a user base has been 

established (Cennamo and Santalo 2013; Rysman 2009). 

2.6.4 Platform Envelopment  

As a solution to the ‘chicken and egg’ problem, platform 

envelopment is a rarely deployed strategy, but is one in which 

scale can be delivered relatively quickly.  It involves a platform 

forming a partnership with another existing platform to enable 

them to grow in harmony, instead of an entrepreneur trying to go 

it alone (Rochet and Tirole 2003).  The objective of the platform 

envelopment strategy is to take advantage of the shared 

relationships with (other) established platforms and their 

networks (Eisenmann et al. 2006).  It requires the platform to 

combine its own functionalities with those of a target platform in 

a multiplatform bundle that leverages shared user relationships 

(Eisenmann et al. 2011).  Because many industries with platforms 

are neither exclusive nor do they operate in a ‘winner takes all’ 

market setting this can be an effective strategy (Caillaud and 

Jullien 2003) and Shankar and Bayus (2003) argue that this 

allows a number of platforms to operate at the same time.  A 

requirement of the platform envelopment strategy is that the 

costs of switching from one platform to another should be low 

and that there should be a large overlap in the user base 

(Armstrong 2006).  Multihoming refers to a situation in which 

users have accounts with several different platforms at the same 

time for a similar service, such as when consumers have more 

than one credit card.  The costs associated with multihoming 

costs include the expenses incurred by users, including adoption, 

operation and opportunity costs (Eisenmann et al. 2006).  Many 

multi-sided platforms face the challenges of multihoming on one 

or both sides (Armstrong and Wright 2007; Evans 2003). 
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2.6.5 Exclusivity Agreements  

Exclusivity agreements within platforms can come in several 

ways but typically involve offering product or content to a single 

partner.  As a solution to the coordination problem, it is relatively 

uncommon approach as the number of potential partners is very 

limited.  It has been used to work successfully in the online 

gaming industry.  According to Cennamo and Santalo (2013) 

signing exclusivity agreements on one market side can attract 

other users on both market sides.  Platform providers like Sony 

and Microsoft facilitate interaction between game developers and 

users.  Both of these signed an exclusivity agreement with EA 

Sports, the dominant sports game manufacturer at that time, in 

order to exclude other gaming operators from offering games that 

attract both gamers and other game developers to their platforms 

(Eisenmann et al. 2006; Rysman 2009; Parker et al. 2016).  

Exclusivity agreements have been proven to enhance the 

competitiveness of a platforms offering (Armstrong and Wright 

2007; Hagiu 2009).  Eisenman et al. (2008) highlighted that 

exclusive affiliations with high profile users and exclusive rights 

to high-quality content can help signalling positive prospects for 

the platform and accelerate a platform’s growth (Eisenmann et al. 

2008).  Cennamo and Santalo (2013) argue that exclusivity 

agreements with high profile users potentially increase the 

overall quality of content on a platform, as they reduce the 

likelihood of attracting lower quality content. 

2.6.6 Side Switching  

Side Switching is a phenomenon in which a user can operate on 

both sides of the market at different times.  A good example of 

this is where a gambler on a sports betting exchange, like Betfair, 

could be a price-giver one day and a price-taker another day.  The 

rationale behind the side-switching strategy is to make a two-
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sided platform one-sided by finding a platform design that allows 

users to fill both market sides of the platform at the same time.  

Obviously, this strategy works best if services or products of both 

sides do not require high set-up costs or specific knowledge.  The 

concept of side switching on platforms has been examined by 

Gaze and Vaubourg (2011), but, it has not yet been considered in 

terms of its application in platform launch strategies for solving 

the chicken-and-egg problem.  A successful execution of this 

strategy requires platforms to build a user base that benefits from 

side switching (Gaze and Vaubourg 2011).  Moreover, a user base 

located in just one city during the launch phase of Airbnb would 

likely have been less attractive for users, as they typically do not 

seek to rent accommodation in the same city where they live.  In 

contrast, a user base distributed over two cities with substantial 

travel volume between them would be able to exploit sides-

witching effects.  Crowd-working platforms like Task Rabbit or 

People Per Hour are other examples of side switching in action, 

as in both cases contributors (i.e. workers) also may assume the 

role of buyers. 

 

Sangeet Paul Choudary (2017) builds on this work by C Stummer 

et al (2017) by presenting eight launch strategies a Multi-Sided 

Platform could adopt.  Where C Stummer et al (2017) offer the 

following six strategies: (1) a single target group, (2) platform 

staging, (3) subsidizing, (4) platform envelopment, (5) exclusivity 

agreements, and (6) side switching, Choudary (2017) offers the 

following eight strategies: (1) ‘follow the rabbit’, (2) ‘piggyback’, 

(3) seeding, (4) ‘marquee’, (5) single side, (6) ‘producer 

evangelism’, (7) ‘big bang’ adoption, (8) ‘micro-market’.   
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• The “follow-the-rabbit-strategy” builds on an existing 

non-platform success by using a demonstration of the 

company’s track record.  Amazon is a good example of this.  

• The “piggyback strategy” is the platform connecting an 

existing user base from a different platform to the value 

units on offer on your platform.  JustDial (India) is a good 

example of this. 

• In “seeding strategy”, the platform takes the task of value 

creation upon itself by acting as the first producer.  BetFair 

is a good example of this.   

• The “marquee strategy” provides incentives to attract 

members of a certain type onto your platform.     

• The “single-side strategy” creates a business around 

products or services that benefit one set of users and later 

converts itself into a platform by attracting a second set to 

engage with the first.  OpenTable is a good example of this.   

• The “producer evangelism strategy” involves designing a 

platform to attract producers who can then persuade their 

customers to become users of the platform.  KickStarter is 

a good example of this.   

• The “big bang adoption strategy” involves using traditional 

opportunistic push marketing to attract attention.  Twitter 

is a good example of this.   

• The “micromarket strategy” targets a tiny market where 

members are already engaging in interactions, enabling 

the platform to prove its effectiveness at matching.  

Facebook is a good example of this.  (Choudary, 2017)   

 

In summary, while there is no consensus in the literature about 

all of the launch strategies that MSPs may implement, the work 

by Choudary (2017) is sufficiently robust to explain how each of 
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today’s well-known platforms have managed to solve the chicken-

and-egg problem and ultimately become successful.  Other 

successful launch strategies may emerge from this research.    

 

2.7 Platform Characteristics and Success 

Factors 

In order to understand the design and strategic approaches of 

digital platforms, von Engelhardt et al (2017) studied the 

characteristics of a number of B2B commerce platforms in 

Germany.  They found that the market dynamic in the field of 

digital platforms is subject to its own specific characteristics and 

laws which differ completely from non-digital market structures 

without platforms.  To identify clear-cut patterns of digital 

platform design, they determined that “a crucial factor for the 

success of a platform is that it must provide standardised 

handling of interaction between many different players so that 

transaction costs can be significantly reduced compared to 

traditional business relationships.”  Two ideal types were then 

derived from these patterns: one for transaction-centric and one 

for data-centric digital platforms.  What this research highlighted 

is that, from a company perspective, important strategic 

decisions need to be made in this context which will be 

particularly successful when there is a clear understanding for the 

characteristics and success factors of digital platforms.  

 

Previously, Choudary and Bonchek (2013) argued that the 

success of a platform strategy is determined by three factors: 

Connection: how easily others can plug into the platform to share 

and transact 
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Gravity: how well the platform attracts participants, both 

producers and consumers 

Flow: how well the platform fosters the exchange and co-creation 

of value 

 

They argued that successful platforms achieve these goals with 

three building blocks: 

1. The Toolbox creates connection by making it easy for 

others to plug into the platform.  This infrastructure enables 

interactions between participants.  For example, Apple provides 

developers with the OS and underlying code libraries; YouTube 

provides hosting infrastructure to creators; Wikipedia provides 

writers with the tools to collaborate on an article; and JC Penney 

provides stores to its boutique partners. 

2. The Magnet creates pull that attracts participants to the 

platform with a kind of social gravity.  For transaction platforms, 

both producers and consumers must be present to achieve critical 

mass.  Apple needed to attract both developers and users. 

Similarly, eBay needed both buyers and sellers.  Platform builders 

must pay attention to the design of incentives, reputation 

systems, and pricing models.  They must also leverage social 

media to harness the network effect for rapid growth. 

3. The Matchmaker fosters the flow of value by making 

connections between producers and consumers.  Data is at the 

heart of successful matchmaking, and distinguishes platforms 

from other business models.  The Matchmaker captures rich data 

about the participants and leverages that data to facilitate 

connections between producers and consumers.  For example, 

Google matches the supply and demand of online content, while 

marketplaces like eBay match buyers to relevant products.   
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Different platforms place different emphasis on all three building 

blocks.  Amazon Web Services has focused on building the 

Toolbox.  Meanwhile, eBay and AirBnB have focused more on the 

Magnet and Matchmaker role.  Facebook has focused on the 

Toolbox and Magnet, and is actively building its Matchmaker 

ability.  (Bonchek and Choudary, 2013) 

 

According to Srinivasan and Venkatraman (2018), Multi-Sided 

Platform success does not solely depend on the business itself, 

but rather on the architectural and technology decisions a 

platform company takes.  They argue that a strong reputation and 

good positioning are important, and that limited success can be 

achieved without these.  They also highlight that relationship 

capital is vital for digital entrepreneurial success.  Soft skills, such 

as personal relationships and stable business networks as well as 

interactions with users and participants on platforms are 

increasingly important for online entrepreneurs to build 

credibility for their business and assemble resources necessary to 

advance business progress (Srinivasan and Venkatraman, 2018).  

The uniqueness of the offers provided on the platform compared 

to competitors is a major contributor to success as well. Another 

critical factor in determining the scale of activity on digital 

platforms is the design of the service, whether that is of a back-

end or front-end nature.   

 

Hair et al. (2012) argue that market orientation (i.e. matching 

customer requirements with the business operations) is one of 

the most important things for managers to get right.    Valuable 

online resources, in the way of instant feedback on new products 

or ideas, provided by companies such as Bounce Insights, greatly 

improve the chances of success by highlighting weaknesses or 
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opportunities at an early stage.  They further make the point that 

set-up costs for new ‘asset-light’ online businesses are 

substantially lower than traditional bricks and mortar type 

businesses because of low cost websites, mobile telephony and 

cloud hosting.  This can include website or app development 

costs, hosting or access to vast amounts of freelance talent.  

Zaheer et al. (2018) interviewed the founders of 12 digital start-

ups and highlighted the entrepreneur’s experience and education 

as well as vision, purpose, values, timing and focus as factors 

directly linked to Multi-Sided Platform success.  They also note 

that personal commitment, family background, motivation and 

expertise as well as personal skills related to the industry and 

industrial sector are important factors contributing to 

entrepreneurial success.   

 

Another step to foster success of a digital start-up in an early stage 

is to start networking and building up valuable social capital, 

whereby those network partners acquired throughout the career 

of the entrepreneur are most crucial (Spiegel et al., 2016).  Ziyae 

et al., (2014) examined the rate at which entrepreneurs achieved 

success in international markets and concluded that 

international experience of the entrepreneur also plays a critical 

role for success. They note that founders who spent time outside 

their own country tend to exploit international possibilities much 

faster than those who didn’t.  Despite arguments that the digital 

environment lowers barriers to enter entrepreneurship, Dy et al. 

(2017) found that social hierarchy’s or rather social inequalities 

limit the possibility to become a digital entrepreneur.  The type of 

obstacles that make it difficult to establish an offline business are 

also experienced by entrepreneurs looking to establish a digital 

business.  The start-up stage of an online business is 
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characterised by Kraus et al (2019) as strategic planning and the 

forming of a team to support the entrepreneur.  Being amenable 

to change when things go wrong and and staying nimble through 

the trial-and-error business development phase is crucial.   Ebel 

et al. (2016) extend this by arguing that business development 

can be regarded as a cycle with several steps occurring repeatedly 

over the life cycle of the business whilst reshaping it constantly.  

Dutot and Van Horne (2015) propose a process model for digital 

business model development, which they tested through 

interviews conducted with French and UAE digital start-ups.  

They find that entrepreneurs make use of digital technologies for 

networking with various kinds of stakeholders.  Through this, 

they learn about customer needs and how to address these.  

Additionally, digital technology is used to acquire and store 

information, which can boost innovation within the organisation.   

 

Nambisan (2017) argues that new economy technologies make it 

possible to create, amend and repeat product development 

phases much quicker than prior to the emergence of these 

technologies.  Experimentation and implementation processes 

are accelerated in today’s digital economies and outcomes can be 

learnt within much shorter periods.  Digital entrepreneurs 

operating today, in comparison to 20 years ago, are not expected 

to adhere to a predefined strategy.  Instead, the actions and 

decisions of digital entrepreneurs are formed throughout the 

whole entrepreneurial journey. The many ways in which 

technology is advancing and the manner in which interactions 

occur means that this journey is changing on an ongoing basis.  

Entrepreneurs adapt their strategy and business model as the 

environment changes and new challenges or opportunities 

emerge, in a process known as effectuation.  Nambisan (2017) 
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also states that the technological possibilities offered by the 

continually changing environment are less important than the 

purpose or intent for which the entrepreneur acts.  This is a 

partial explanation for why different entrepreneurs respond with 

different ideas when operating in the same circumstances.  Other 

researchers, such as Oumlil and Juiz (2018), argue that the most 

important factor that leads people to interact on a digital platform 

is the degree to which end-users find it easy or difficult to 

complete transactions.  They state that openness, decision rights 

and access rights determine the nature and frequency of 

transactions on platforms.  Two other authors in this field, Sussan 

and Acs (2017) suggest that successful platforms have the 

capability to facilitate connectivity between the two sides of a 

platform at substantially lower costs.  Ojala, (2016) argues that, 

due to highly uncertain economic conditions in which 

entrepreneurs operate, continuous feedback from relevant 

sources, the speed at which products are developed and rapid 

feedback loops, as highlighted in The Lean Startup, are ways to 

mitigate some of risks associated with launching a new platform.  

Securing investment funding, both in size and from the right type 

of investor, is another challenge that must be overcome for early 

stage platform operators.  Srinivasan and Venkatraman (2018) 

believe the best way to achieve this is by forging close 

relationships with high-profile investors in order to lend 

credibility to the early-stage business.  Given that many investors 

adopt a herd mentality, especially those with equity 

crowdfunding platforms, the logic here is that the support of 

high-profile, successful investors should make it easier for a 

platform to raise funds.   
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Another major challenge facing platform operators during the 

early stage of growth is how they can engender amongst early 

adopters.  While the establishment of trust clearly also applies to 

traditional bricks and mortar type businesses, the problem can be 

accentuated for digital platforms where it is difficult to meet end 

users in a face-to-face environment.  Nzembayie (2017) highlights 

the absence of body language and “functional familiarity” as 

challenges to be overcome in a digital environment, but 

recognises that businesses must capture the trust of an end-user 

before a sale can be made.  Feedback from customers, which is 

visible to all market participants, using sites such as Trip Advisor 

or Trust Pilot, is one way in which trust can be built between 

customers and business operators.  However, Hair et al. (2012) 

argue that end users must directly link the feedback to a certain 

customer and to the online business in order to achieve this 

increased level of trust.  This section is completed by referring to 

an article by two of the foremost authors in the field of Multi-

Sided Platforms, Marshall Van Alstyne and Geoffrey Parker, who 

write: “Studying success and failure, we identified the following 

key success factors: 

 

Find the right extent of openness  

Platform owners need to define – and adapt over time – how open 

they want to be to possible players and how much freedom these 

will have in framing their interactions with others. If platforms 

are too closed, the number of participants might be too small to 

generate attractive network effects. If they are too open, there 

might be value-destroying effects, such as poor-quality 

contributions or misbehaviour that cause others to defect. To be 

open and ensure quality, Airbnb and Uber use ratings, Twitter 

and Facebook provide users with tools to prevent stalking and 
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Apple’s app store and Google Play both filter out low-quality 

applications.   

 

Launch small and with the right side  

Most successful platforms launch with a single type of interaction 

that generates high value even if, at first, it produces low volume. 

They then move into adjacent markets or adjacent types of 

interactions, increasing both value and volume. Facebook, for 

example, launched with a narrow focus connecting students 

within Harvard and then opened the platform to college students 

broadly and ultimately to everyone. Platform managers also have 

to carefully determine which side of the platform market to 

emphasize and when to do so. Sometimes at launch it’s important 

to focus on attracting consumers over producers; sometimes it’s 

the reverse, and sometime both sides need equal attention from 

the outset. 

 

Focus on critical mass and quality ahead of money  

If platform monetization comes at the expense of building 

network effects, it should wait. A critical mass of users is a 

precondition for creating value at scale. Therefore, other metrics 

than the traditional financial measures are relevant to assess a 

platform’s success and potential. Beside the number of 

participants and interactions, metrics like engagement, 

interaction failure or match quality should be defined and 

monitored.   

 

Create real value and share it fairly with all participants  

To create value, committed software developers need to be 

attracted. They need resources to create a great and valued 

platform experience. Having valuable interactions is the reason 
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for all players to participate on a platform. The consumer, the 

producer and the platform all win if the division of value works 

for everyone. If one party gets insufficient value, they have no 

reason to stay on board. A simple rule for platform managers is 

to take less value than they make and to share value fairly with all 

participants. 

 

In the end, platforms are about relationships.  With better 

relationships come more interactions and with more interactions 

come more network effects.  Orchestrating the value from these 

interactions is the art of shifting from products to platforms.”  

(Van Alstyne and Parker, 2017)  The literature on platform 

characteristics and success factors is disjointed and lacks 

consensus.  There is a notable absence of empirical studies with 

platform founders which can support much of the theoretical 

research in this area.    

 

2.8 Other research topics in the literature 

To complete this review of the literature I highlight some other 

areas that appear less importantly in the literature, but which are 

nonetheless worthy of mention.   

 

Given the degree to which platforms can scale so quickly and 

assume a dominant, even monopolistic, position in certain 

industries, regulators have been considering the impact this can 

have on competition.  Antitrust law, designed to protect 

consumers, is the law of competition.  Following the pioneering 

2006 work of Rochet and Tirole, researchers have explored the 

economics of platform behaviour and the manner in which 

antitrust considerations should be applied to platforms.  Katz and 

Sallet (2018) look at two fundamental questions for the 
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application of antitrust enforcement to platforms: first, how 

legislators should consider the distinct characteristics of 

platforms when defining an antitrust market, and second, how, if 

at all, legislators should intervene in situations where different 

sides of a platform earn or lose more than another side.  They 

recognise that the interests of users on different sides of a 

platform are not fully aligned with one another, and that the 

nature of competition, and even the different sets of competitors, 

on different sides of a platform can significantly differ from one 

another.  The second fundamental question - how should 

antitrust legislators intervene and protect consumers when there 

are distinct gains and losses experienced by agents on different 

sides of a platform - arises because, in some cases, 

anticompetitive conduct damages users on one side of a platform 

but benefits users on another side.  In terms of the wider 

philosophy, there are two contrasting perspectives.  The first, net-

effect analysis, proposes that the ideal solution should view all 

agents as equal, and the objective should be the overall net effect.  

The other approach, namely separate-effects analysis, maintains 

that each side of the platform should benefit from competitive 

forces on the platform and, therefore, the damage done to one 

side of the platform by outside intervention cannot be offset with 

benefits to the other side of the platform due to a reduction in 

competition.  The authors show that the choices of whether to 

adopt a single- or multiple-markets approach and conduct a net-

effects analysis or a separate-effects analysis can fundamentally 

shape the nature of a court's examination of whether a platform's 

conduct is anticompetitive. 
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As new platforms emerge which dominate sectors in which there 

had previously been high levels of competition, we can expect this 

anti-trust topic to attract further research interest in the future.   

 

A largely underexplored issue in this field is the tax incidence on 

competing two-sided platforms.  Kind et al. (2008) were the first 

to consider this when they examined the efficient provision of 

goods in two-sided markets and characterised optimal specific 

and ad-valorem taxes.  They find that a higher value-added tax on 

one side may make it profitable for the platform to shift revenue 

from that side to the other side (i.e. from the heavily taxed side to 

the lower taxed side) and that this could increase the level of 

activity on the platform.  Kind et al. (2013) also show that, in a 

two-sided market, contrary to the impact a tax would have in a 

one-sided market, a higher ad valorem tax may lower end-user 

prices and spur sales.  As a result, two-sided platform firms may 

not at all engage in tax shifting via price increases.  They further 

show that a higher value-added tax may undermine the incentive 

of a firm to differentiate its product from that of its competitors.  

Finally, they demonstrate that the effects of increasing specific 

taxes may be the opposite of those of increasing value added 

taxes.  Belleflamme and Toulemonde (2018) analyse the effects of 

two different types of taxes on competing two-sided platforms.  In 

relation to value added taxes, they show that specific taxes are 

entirely passed to the users on the side on which they are levied, 

while other users and platforms are left unaffected.  Transaction 

taxes hurt users on both sides and benefit platforms.  Value added 

taxes are the only tax instrument that allows the tax authority to 

capture part of the platforms’ profits.  Additionally, in relation to 

asymmetric taxes, they show that users on the untaxed side 

benefit from the tax.  At least one platform, possibly the one on 
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which taxes are being levied, benefits from the tax.  The 

conclusion that value added taxes may benefit the users that are 

taxed, but it may hurt users on the other side of the market, 

confirmed the result found by Kind et al. (2008).  Because of the 

questionable practice of many of the world’s leading digital 

platforms to locate their operations in countries with favourable 

tax regimes, and the ease with which this may be done, this topic 

is likely to receive the attention of a greater number of researchers 

in the future. 

   

Numerous other research areas relating to multi-sided markets 

have been explored, many of which are outside the scope of this 

literature review.  As the number of multi-sided platforms 

increases and their role in business, politics and society becomes 

increasingly pervasive, it can be expected that academic research 

will keep pace with the burgeoning interest in this field.    

2.9 Conclusions 

This literature review provides a context for this research into the 

field of Multi-Sided Platforms and shows where the research fits 

into the existing body of knowledge.  It also demonstrates that the 

work is adding to the understanding and knowledge of the field 

and outlines gaps in previous research, particularly in relation to 

the characteristics and success factors of Multi-Sided Platforms 

in their formative years and the associated launch strategies.   

 

This work first introduces the definition of multi-sided markets 

in which the different contributions of several authors in defining 

these markets is presented.  The conclusion reached is that no 

standard definition is yet available, but there is a consensus on 

the main characteristics of these markets.  This review then 

looked at the special features of Multi-Sided Platforms and the 
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key insight here is that traditional dynamics do not apply to 

multi-sided markets because of the interrelationship between the 

sides.  This interrelationship has been the focus of much attention 

in this field with a consensus conclusion that many of our 

previous insights into the way companies operate may be wrong 

when it comes to multi-sided markets.  An analysis of the types of 

Multi-Sided Platforms that operate in the market followed and 

this led to a taxonomy of the platforms identified in the literature.  

The critical issue of platform pricing was then considered and 

highlighted that pricing in multi-sided markets is different to that 

in traditional one-sided markets.  Pricing is heavily influenced by 

the degree to which network effects can be achieved and this 

raised the importance of the coordination problem, in which 

platforms are required to simultaneously attract two different 

types of customers.  Pricing, network effects and the coordination 

problem have dominated the Multi-Sided platform literature 

since 2003 and a number of insights have emerged from this.  The 

most notable one is that Multi-Sided Platforms tend to have a 

profit side and a loss side.  Additionally, platform operators have 

the choice to charge transaction fees or membership fees.  There 

next followed a review of the literature in relation to the 

coordination problem, frequently referred to as the ‘chicken and 

egg’ problem.  It was observed that while there is no consensus in 

the literature about all of the strategies that Multi-Sided 

Platforms may implement, the work by Choudary (2017) is 

sufficiently robust to explain how each of today’s well-known 

platforms have managed to solve the chicken-and-egg problem 

and ultimately become successful.  Platform literature on 

intermediation highlighted that the main difference between the 

classic form of market intermediaries - which we will call 

merchants, traders, retailers or resellers – and two-sided 
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platforms is that pure merchants, by taking possession of sellers’ 

goods, take full control over the sale process with consumers.  In 

contrast, pure two-sided platforms entirely leave that control to 

sellers and simply determine buyer and seller access to (or 

affiliation with) a common marketplace.  Between pure 

merchants and two-sided markets, there is a continuum of 

intermediation structures that depend on the allocation of 

control rights over the decision variables.  The literature 

highlighted the importance of control rights over the good traded.  

This insight is noteworthy when classifying businesses as 

platforms because it shifts the attention from the price towards 

the sales process and the control rights.   

 

The topic of exclusivity has been the subject of increased research 

over the past number of years due to ease with which users may 

switch between competing platforms.  Described in the literature 

as ‘multihoming’, this review looked at how it can impact on 

pricing, competition, barriers to market entry and welfare.  Tying 

and bundling strategies are common in multi-sided markets.  

Tying and bundling means that two distinct products are sold 

together.  It is not clear from the literature if they are welfare 

enhancing, but they are a good strategy to solving the chicken and 

egg problem when it is not possible to implement negative prices 

on one side.  The rapid increase in the number of digital 

platforms, together with increased scope for bundling and tying, 

suggests that this is a research area that will grow in importance, 

particularly as dynamic strategies become more complex.   

 

This review also considered the way in which platform prices 

change over time.  The nature and structure of platform prices 

may arise in different ways, depending on how the value is 



71 
 

created on the platform.  Dynamic models allow us to get a better 

understanding of how prices and markets evolve over time, 

paying particular attention to the role of early adopters and 

barriers to entry.  Research into this area, however, is nascent and 

very limited.  There followed an examination of the literature on 

the characteristics and success factors of Multi-Sided Platforms, 

the core focus of this research.  The literature on platform 

characteristics and success factors is disjointed and lacks 

consensus.  There is a notable absence of empirical studies with 

Multi-Sided Platform founders which can support the theoretical 

research in this area.  To complete this review of the literature, 

some other areas that feature less prominently in the literature, 

but which are nonetheless worthy of mention, were highlighted.  

This included literature in relation to anti-trust approaches taken 

by regulators, given the degree to which Multi-sided Platforms 

can scale so quickly and assume a dominant, almost 

monopolistic, position in certain industries.   

 

While the perspectives in this Literature Review address 

important issues with respect to platform-mediated networks, 

they each have certain limitations that would benefit from 

additional theoretical and empirical research.  Robust strategies 

for managing the development of networks and platforms now 

merit deeper theoretical and empirical consideration.  In order to 

overcome these current limitations and ambiguities, this research 

agenda is based around the characteristics and success factors of 

Multi-Sided Platforms for transaction-type platforms.  It is hoped 

that this research will offer substantial new insights into effective 

strategies in the context of networks and platforms from an 

empirical perspective.   
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Chapter 3 - Research Philosophy and 

Paradigm 

3 Research Philosophy and Paradigm 

3.1 Introduction 

The structure of this research firstly connects the stated research 

questions to how the field data will be collected, how this data will 

be interpreted, and finally, to the conclusions that are drawn from 

the data and finally the recommendations made based on these 

conclusions (Yin, 2009; Bloomberg and Volpe, 2008; Rowley, 

2002:18). 

 

Qualitative research tends to be used more frequently in the early 

stages of research (exploratory research) for studying 

phenomena that are not well understood (Bouchard, 1976), 

whereas quantitative research tends to be more suitable when 

theory is well developed, and for purposes of theory testing and 

refinement (Edmondson and McManus, 2005).  Schell (1992) 

stated that 'how' and 'why' questions are typically more 

explanatory by nature and are likely to lead to the use of case 

studies.  Thus, a qualitative multiple case analysis has been 

selected for this research as it provides tools for researchers to 

study complex phenomena within their contexts (Baxter and 

Jack, 2008) and to explore differences and replicate findings 

across cases (Yin, 2003).  Early-stage technology researchers 

usually have an exploratory and applied focus (Barnes, et al., 

1992), which is also the case in this study.  Although this increases 

the relevance for managers and interested readers, there is a 

tendency to pay too little attention to research design.  This study 

aims to be both relevant but at the same time to ensure adequate 
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grounding in research design.  Creswell (2009) highlights that the 

research design is dependent on the chosen research paradigm 

and that the chosen research design in turn determines the 

research method and data collection approach.  Following this 

chain of dependencies, this Chapter discusses two of the main 

research paradigms.  There then follows the justification for the 

choice of research paradigm for this study and concludes with the 

chosen research design. 

3.2 Research paradigm 

This section discusses two of the main research paradigms, 

namely, positivism and interpretivism, and leads the researcher 

to the choice of paradigm for this research.  The role of prior 

theory in this study is also considered, as is the role of the 

researcher in relation to the chosen paradigm. 

 

3.2.1 Positivist vs. interpretivist research paradigms 

It is considered that the two main paradigms underlying 

academic research are Positivism and Interpretivism.  Positivism 

is based on a realist ontology that assumes observation is theory 

neutral.  It also assumes that the purpose of scientific research is 

to make generalisations that account for what was observed 

during the study.  The second research paradigm - interpretivism 

– is based on a lifeworld ontology and believes that all 

observation is both theory- and value-laden.  A core element of 

interpretivism is that investigation of the social world is not, and 

cannot be, the pursuit of detached objective truth (Leitch et al., 

2010). 

 

Epistemologically, the viewpoint of the interpretivist paradigm is 

that our knowledge of reality is a social construction by human 
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actors (Burrell and Morgan, 1979), that is, the world is largely 

what people perceive it to be (Cavana et al., 2001).  Myers (1997) 

believes that access to reality is achievable only through social 

engagements such as language and shared meanings.  

Interpretive research aims to understand, rather than to predict.  

As a result, dependent and independent variables are not 

predefined (Kaplan and Maxwell, 1994).  Interpretive research 

tries to understand the world from a subjective point of view.  It 

also attempts to find explanations for phenomena from the 

perspective of the participant rather than the person who is 

observing the activity.  Since the researcher uses his/her 

preconceptions to guide the research process, one of the 

challenges with this approach is that it is difficult to find data that 

is not affected by preconceived notions.  For this reason, the 

researcher can never be completely objective.  Blaikie (2000) 

states that “Interpretivists are concerned with understanding the 

social world people have produced and which they reproduce 

through their continuing activities.”  

 

An interpretivist paradigm is more concerned with relevance 

than rigour, at the value level: the relevance of the research 

question(s) to practice is the key consideration.  As a result, the 

criteria used to examine the findings generated by research 

within the interpretive paradigm differ from those used within 

the positivist paradigm (Lincoln and Guba, 1985).  According to 

Glaser and Strauss (1967), the value of the positivist paradigm is 

judged by the degree to which results can be generalised to the 

wider population.  They also state that the value of the 

understanding that emerges from an interpretive study is 

determined by the degree to which it fits and works with the 

perspectives of the participants.  Therefore, theory testing is more 



75 
 

common with positivist research whereas interpretive research 

focuses on theory building (Carson et al., 2001).  Qualitative 

research engages in conversations with the research participants 

in a natural setting as opposed to in a laboratory (Creswell, 

2009).  Qualitative research is about producing holistic 

understandings of rich, contextual, and generally unstructured, 

non-numeric data (Mason, 2002).  Interpretivist research does 

not necessarily rely on total immersion in a setting and methods 

such as interviews that seek to discover peoples individual and/or 

collective understandings and reasoning processes (Mason, 

2002).  When analysing data, the qualitative researcher attempts 

to interpret the phenomena in terms of the meaning the 

participants place on them (Creswell, 2009) using a variety of 

qualitative data analysis methods such as content analysis, 

constant comparison, and pattern matching.  

 

Roode (2005) states that “problems rarely allow us to study them 

within a single paradigm, and a multi-paradigmatic approach is 

often indicated or even required.”  Curran and Blackburn (2001) 

argue that the construction of explanations or interpretations 

that combine the results from a multi-paradigmatic approach are 

more difficult than when a single paradigm is employed.  For 

post-graduate students, Locke et al. (2000) argues that the 

mixing of paradigmatic models is less appropriate as the 

researcher needs to master both the instruments and the world 

views of two very different schools of thought.  For this reason, 

this research does not adopt a multi-paradigmatic approach.  The 

next section justifies the use of an interpretive research paradigm 

for this study.   
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3.2.2 Justification of interpretivist paradigm and 

qualitative methodology 

Walsham (1993) argues that interpretive research is “aimed at 

producing an understanding of the context of the information 

system, and the process whereby the information system 

influences and is influenced by the context”.  This view is echoed 

by Lee (2004), who comments on the need to not only consider 

the technical aspects but also the social aspects and their 

continuing interaction in relation to the way in which companies 

use technology.  Lee (1999) states that the dominant positivist 

approach has adversely affected the relevance of technology 

research.  He argues that interpretive studies, amongst others, 

are needed to develop a deep understanding of professional 

practice.   

 

In the context of research at the company level, Van Maanen 

(1979) believes that it is important to better articulate “the 

meaning, not the frequency, of certain more or less naturally 

occurring phenomena in the social world”.  Bygrave (1989) builds 

on this by arguing that the emerging nature of research in small 

companies is best suited to a qualitative approach that 

encourages the development of both the practical and theoretical 

understanding.  Gill and Johnson (1991) maintain that the study 

of small enterprises cannot be approached from the exterior 

standpoint the positivist approach demands.  Hill and Scott 

(2004) recommend that research into small enterprises  uses an 

epistemological approach that “dictates a minimisation of 

distance between the researcher and the entrepreneur.”  The 

difficulties of getting into the minds of founders to better 

understand how they make decisions for the firm are well known 

(Hills and LaForge, 1992).  Hill and Wright (2001) state that 



77 
 

research into small businesses “has its roots in positivist thinking, 

such approaches do not yield a rich understanding of the key 

issues” that impact the decision-making of these businesses.   

 

Gilmore and Carson (2000) advocate a qualitative research 

approach, which falls within the interpretive research paradigm, 

when conducting research on the decision-making processes of 

early-stage business operators.  Rozyn (2007) adds to this when 

he says that research into the decision-making process of small 

business owners that doesn’t incorporate a qualitative 

component should not be used to inform the decision-making 

process of managers.   This is not to devalue positivist research 

but suggests that alternative approaches can supplement and 

strengthen the research since quantitative approaches cannot 

reveal the whole story (Crotty, 1998).  To answer the stated 

research questions that seek to understand early-stage 

businesses from the perspective of the key decision-maker, 

within his/her particular context, grounding within an 

interpretive rather than a positivist paradigm is more suitable 

and at the same time enhances the relevance of the research.  

Within the interpretative research paradigm, it is also necessary 

to consider the role that prior theory plays in the study. 

 

3.2.3. Role of prior theory 

Eisenhardt (1989) states that it is impossible for researchers to 

start with a “clean theoretical slate.”  The perceptions of the 

researcher of the phenomena under investigation are influenced, 

both explicitly and implicitly, by exposure to extant literature 

prior to conducting empirical research.  Strauss and Corbin 

(1990) highlight that prior exposure to both personal experiences 

and literature influences how researchers interpret data and 
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separate what is relevant form what is irrelevant.  When dealing 

with situations where some knowledge has already been obtained 

Miles and Huberman (1994) recommend “pre-structured 

research” for new qualitative researchers. Accordingly, the 

researcher explored the emerging literature on Multi-Sided 

Platforms in order to generate the problem statement and 

research objectives that would contribute to extant knowledge, 

frame the research and develop the descriptive framework to 

direct the exploratory empirical study (Hartley, 1994).  During 

the review of the literature, the researcher tried to purposefully 

limit the preconceptions taken into the field and no specific 

theories or propositions were developed prior to meeting with 

participants.  Methodological decisions involve assumptions 

about the nature of the phenomenon in question (Lincoln and 

Guba, 1985) and as such the influence of prior knowledge is an 

unavoidable aspect of conducting research. 

 

3.3. Research design 

Research design is a process by which a researcher considers how 

best to collect the data, prior to actually collecting any data.  

Wolcott (1994) stated that it is “impossible to embark upon 

research without some idea of what one is looking for” (Wolcott, 

1994).   

 

3.3.1. Qualitative case-based research 

According to Perry et al. (1999), the case-based research 

methodology tends to be used to answer research questions 

within the interpretivist paradigm rather than the positivist 

paradigm.  Myers (2009) states that both qualitative research and 

case studies can be conducted from an interpretivist perspective.  

Galliers (1992) maintains that traditional hypo-deductive 
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research has the widest applicability in information systems 

research.  Both he and Myers (1997) support the case for the 

qualitative perspective provided by the use of, amongst others, 

case studies.  When seeking understanding, as in exploratory 

research, case studies are the most appropriate method (Myers, 

2009; Levy and Powell, 2005).  

 

Arnott and Pervan (2008) also support the use of case studies, in 

particular interpretive case studies, to increase the relevance of 

research since case studies “can illuminate areas of contemporary 

practice in ways that studies such as laboratory experiments and 

surveys cannot.”  Moreover, case-based research supports the 

relevance of the study since case studies are considered more 

persuasive to the operators of small enterprises than theoretical 

discussions (Storey in Levy and Powell, 2005).  Although the 

influence of prior theory should be limited, it was necessary to 

confirm that the proposed research design is suitable by 

examining the research designs used in comparable studies.  

According to Ponelis (2011) the most pertinent study is that of 

Hill and Scott (2004) who used in-depth discussions with 11 SME 

owner-managers to explore the role of Business Intelligence and 

e-business in marketing decision-making in knowledge-based 

and high-tech startups in Northern Ireland in order to make 

recommendations for the successful implementation of Business 

Intelligence and e-business systems in these firms.  Levy and 

Powell (2005) preferred the case study approach for their 

thorough study of SMEs in the United Kingdom where they 

sought to understand the role of information and information 

systems by using interviews with supporting documentation 

where applicable and available for data collection.  In their study 

exploring the infusion of ICT use in eight Australian and German 
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SMEs, Fink and Disterer (2006) adopted a qualitative case study 

method within an interpretivist philosophy using semi-

structured on-site interviews to collect data.  Deakins and Freel 

(1998) used qualitative evidence from four case studies to 

examine the process of entrepreneurship and entrepreneurial 

learning in SMEs. 

 

Although there is a dearth of literature on the launch strategies 

and success factors of Multi-Sided Platform Startups, the 

proposed research design has been utilised in a number of studies 

seeking to explore and understand specific aspects of early stage 

enterprises that is similar in nature to this study.  Given the lack 

of a sufficiently large body of literature to draw on for the study 

of launch strategies and success factors of Multi-Sided Platforms 

in the Irish context, an investigation in the form of qualitative 

case studies is justified (Yin, 2009; Eisenhardt, 1989).  The 

following section examines the unit of analysis for the case 

studies. 

 

3.3.2. Unit of analysis 

The unit of analysis is the basis of each case. The unit of analysis 

may be an individual such as a person who has had an experience 

of interest to the study, an event such as a decision or an 

implementation process, or an organisation or part thereof 

(Rowley, 2002).  Hill and Wright (2001) state that in order to 

understand small businesses and to effect changes in such firms, 

researchers should strive to see the world from the perspective of 

the key decision-maker, the owner-manager, within the 

organisation.  As central decision-maker the owner-managers 

“strategic position serves as a ʻfocal’ point, around which all 

business activities revolve, including those of information search 
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and assimilation” (Lybaert, 1998).  As the research questions in 

this study focus on a process, the way in which a launch strategy 

was implemented, in an organisation, by the person involved, the 

owner-manager as the predominant decision-maker, the unit of 

analysis is a combination thereof.   

 

3.3.3. Case selection – Purposive Sampling 

Purposive sampling, also known as judgmental, selective, or 

subjective sampling, is a form of non-probability sampling in 

which researchers rely on their own judgment when choosing 

members of the population to participate in the research.  

Eisenhardt (1989) states that the “random selection of cases is 

neither necessary, nor even preferable” and relevance to the 

research questions rather than representativeness is the criterion 

for the selection of cases (Carson et al., 2001).  Cases were 

selected using purposive sampling described by Patton (2002) as 

follows: “The logic and power of purposeful sampling lies in 

selecting information-rich cases for study in depth.  Information-

rich cases are those from which one can learn a great deal about 

issues of central importance to the purpose of the research, thus 

the term purposeful sampling.”   

 

Purposive sampling was suited to developing a comprehensive 

understanding of the launch strategies and success factors of 

Multi-Sided Platforms.  Due to the central role of the founders, 

sufficient access to at least one of the founders was another 

important consideration in the selection of cases.  According to 

Curran and Blackburn (2001) the “distinctiveness of small 

business research is nowhere more apparent than in the 

fieldwork stage.”  Hill and Wright (2000) highlight the challenges 

of access to the principals as a barrier to obtaining quality data, 
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an issue that is also referenced by Jeffcoate et al (2002) and 

Myers (2009).  

 

The selection of cases was limited to Ireland.  Hill and Scott 

(2004) state that it is important to “work with companies with 

strong commonality” in interpretive research.  In this study only 

Multi-Sided Platforms that secured investment funding from 

Enterprise Ireland were selected.  On the recommendation of 

Hartley (1994) that contacts in industry, academia and friendship 

can assist in providing access to the right interview candidates, 

an approach also used by Chibelushi and Costello (2009), contact 

was made with potential cases, selected from the Enterprise 

Ireland Start-up Showcase report that has been published 

annually since 2012.  As noted earlier, in interpretive research the 

number of participants is relatively small (Holloway, 1997).  The 

findings from this small number of cases does not cause an issue 

as evidence from multiple cases are “often considered more 

compelling, and the overall study is therefore regarded as being 

more robust” (Yin, 2009) and provide a valid basis for 

understanding (Levy and Powell, 2005).  Eisenhardt (1989) 

believes that between four and 10 cases often works well, while 

others, like Crabtree and Miller (1992), indicate that between six 

and eight cases will suffice.  Due to the expense of case studies 

and the large amounts of data produced together, along with the 

consequent difficulties of analysis, Curran and Blackburn (2001) 

note that the number of case studies in research into small 

companies can be as few as ten.   

 

The plan was to select ten Multi-Sided Platforms of various 

maturity from the Enterprise Ireland database.  Since not all the 

enterprises contacted for inclusion might have agreed to 
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participate in the research, sixteen companies were contacted.  

The initial request for participation was sent by e-mail to owner-

managers of the firms and included a brief overview of the 

purpose of the research and the involvement that would be 

required from the participant.  Four firms did not respond, and 

of those that responded one was not suitable – its business mix 

had changed substantially from the time it received investment 

from Enterprise Ireland.  The result was that owner-managers of 

eleven suitable Multi-Sided Platforms agreed to participate in the 

research.  The profile characteristics of the selected cases was as 

follows: 

• Multi-Sided Platform 

• Transaction-centric 

• Located in Ireland 

• Established between 2013 and 2018 

• Received Investment Funding from Enterprise Ireland 

• Received follow-on Investment Funding from third-party 

investors, following receipt of Investment Funding from 

Enterprise Ireland 

 

Given that personal networks were used amongst others to 

identify cases, two of the eleven owner-managers knew the 

researcher.  The participants may have had difficulty adjusting to 

the researcher in the role of interviewer and their responses may 

have been influenced or affected as a result.  This phenomenon is 

referred to as participant reactivity (Maxwell, 2005), similar to 

the Hawthorne effect that can occur when observing participants 

in a study.  Whilst the extent of participant reactivity cannot be 

determined, participant reactivity is unavoidable in research 

where participants are aware of being part of a study, whether 

answering a questionnaire, being interviewed or being observed.  
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Given that qualitative interviews are “conversations in which a 

researcher gently guides a conversational partner in an extended 

discussion” (Rubin and Rubin, 2005), the interviewer attempted 

to replicate an extended conversation with a prior acquaintance.  

Given the confidential nature of data gathered, trust is important 

to promote truthful sharing and therefore the researcher assumes 

that any influence of prior relationships had a greater positive 

rather than negative effect on the quality of data gathered in these 

instances.  Characteristic of the exploratory nature of research 

conducted within a qualitative paradigm, the research was 

designed to allow the researcher to build descriptions of the 

context within which case-enterprises use information for 

decision-making and to provide the flexibility to uncover and 

explore issues that emerged as interesting and potentially 

relevant to the research questions during data collection.  The 

following sections contain detailed discussion of the research 

method used to gather the data. 

 

3.4. Chapter summary 

This chapter discussed the research design, or the blueprint, for 

the study.  First the choice of qualitative case studies within an 

interpretive research paradigm was justified and the role of prior 

theory was explained.  The use of the case study method was 

outlined together with the unit of analysis and the selection of 

cases.  The following chapter details the research method 

including data collection as well as limitations and 

trustworthiness that arise from the chosen research paradigm, 

design and method. 
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CHAPTER 4 - METHODOLOGY 

4 METHODOLOGY    

 

4.1 Introduction 

In the last chapter, the research paradigm within which this study 

was undertaken, together with the research design, was outlined.  

In this chapter, the research method and data collection approach 

utilised within this paradigm is outlined.  Following this, the 

processes for analysing and interpreting the data are explained. 

The chapter concludes with a section that considers issues of 

trustworthiness, credibility and dependability with respect to the 

research carried out. 

 

4.2 Data collection 

The objectives of data collection were to learn about the launch 

strategies of Multi-Sided Platforms in Ireland, together with the 

ways in which the platform operators attracted and matched the 

participants and obtain insights into the rules and norms for 

optimising positive interactions.  From this, it is hoped to draw 

conclusions about the characteristics and success factors of 

Multi-Sided Platforms.   

 

The interview is an established data collection instrument and a 

primary source of information in qualitative research (King and 

Horrocks, 2010; Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009, Easterby-Smith et 

al., 1991) and in case studies (Yin, 2009) and since this study uses 

qualitative case studies about “human affairs and behavioural 

events” the interview is an appropriate data collection method 

(Yin, 2009).  There are different types of interviews.  In a 
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structured interview the interviewer uses an interview schedule 

that lists a set of standardised questions to be asked during the 

interview (Ponelis, 2011). The interviewer is restricted to the 

questions, their wording and the order in which the questions are 

listed and does not have the freedom to deviate from the 

interview schedule.  Although this improves the consistency of 

data gathering across interviews it does limit the ability of the 

researcher to explore additional topics throughout the interview.  

In essence, the structured interview is similar to a survey that is 

delivered face-to-face.  With unstructured interviews there is no 

predetermined list of questions that guides the interviewer.  

Whilst such interviews make it possible to cover a broad range of 

topics it is possible to stray from the topics of interest and cross-

case comparisons can become problematic. 

 

Semi-structured interviews bridge this gap by incorporating 

elements of each.  Instead of an interview schedule, an interview 

guide is used in semi-structured interviews.  Semi-structured 

interviews were used as the data collection method in each of the 

case studies.  The assumption is that CEOs or Founders will be 

able to provide data relevant to this inquiry.  The interview guide 

used in semi-structured interviews comprises a list of themes or 

probe questions based on the conceptual framework that have 

bearing on the research questions that the interviewer should 

raise during the interview if the participant does not do so 

himself/herself (Welman et al., 2005).  At the same time the 

interviewer can pursue certain themes or questions in greater 

depth and also address any new areas as they emerge during the 

interview which offers the opportunity for “serendipitous 

learnings that emerge from the unexpected turns in discourse 

that your questions evoke” (Glesne and Peshkin, 1992).  The 



87 
 

interview guide was designed to capture “the process, content and 

context” (Carter, 1999) with regards to the launch strategies 

adopted by the start-ups selected as cases.  

 

The interview guide comprised three major categories.  First, the 

launch strategy implemented by the Platform was investigated.  

Second, the specific characteristics of the platform during the 

launch phase were examined, such as the level of openness of the 

platform or whether filters were deployed to ensure platform 

participants achieved the best match.  The third section of the 

interview focused on the success factors of the platform in the 

eyes of the operator.  In semi-structured interviews the 

interviewer can also adjust the questions to the participant’s level 

of knowledge of the issue.  Although all the respondents are asked 

about the same themes, the interviewer may adapt the 

formulation of the probe questions, including the terminology, to 

fit the background and educational level of the participants 

(Welman et al., 2005, Patton, 2002) and adjust the questions 

according to the language the participants use, one of the 

advantages of semi-structured interviews over structured 

interviews.  

 

Interviewees may lack the correct terms for concepts they are 

using but this does not imply a lack of understanding or 

application of the concepts.  It is therefore important that 

researchers do not use unfamiliar technical language (Perren et 

al., 1998).  The order in which the topics are discussed may also 

be varied depending on the way in which the interview develops.  

Additional questions may be required to explore the research 

question and objectives given the context or nature of events 

within a particular organisation.  When, for example, a question 
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has already been answered in answer to a previous question it 

need not be posed again.  As the interviews are semi-structured 

the interviewer may pose emerging questions not listed in the 

interview guide to explore answers for clarification or to elicit 

more detail with respect to an answer but such questions will be 

guided by and strictly within the scope of the research objectives.  

The semi-structured interview is more a guided conversation 

than a structured enquiry (Yin, 2009).  Using the descriptive 

framework allows for the probe questions to be more direct and 

effective, and helps the researcher to recognise when something 

important has been said (Carson et al., 2001).  This approach also 

provides guidance to keep the interviews focused and facilitate 

cross-case analysis (Carson et al., 2001) yet also provides room to 

explore new and relevant issues that emerge during the interview. 

 

Although the flexibility of semi-structured interviews offers many 

advantages to using interview for data collection, there are also 

disadvantages, such as leading questions, poor listening skills, 

not asking probing questions, not judging the answers or asking 

questions that interviewees do not understand.  Rowley (2002) 

highlights that the interviewer needs to be able to ask the right 

questions and also be able to interpret the answers.  The 

researcher acquired extensive experience as an interviewer and 

note-taking in business organisations during his employment as 

a Business Consultant where he was tasked with assessing the 

organisation’s current business strategy and making 

recommendations on future direction.  He also has extensive 

technical skills from previous employment, including designing 

databases and integrating data from disparate sources.   
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Regardless of prior experience, it remains beneficial to explicitly 

document techniques to improve the reliability of data collection 

through interviews.  Carson et al. (2001), Levy and Powell (2005) 

and Myers (2009) stated that the interviewer should encourage 

participants to speak freely to express their views by allowing the 

interviewee to speak uninterrupted, by providing feedback at the 

appropriate times and by asking questions in such a way that did 

not demonstrate bias.   

 

In addition to the skills and awareness of the researcher as an 

interviewer, consideration must also be given to ethical issues as 

the participants are human subjects. The following section 

considers the ethical aspects. 

 

4.3 Ethical considerations 

Each of the 11 Platform CEOs / Founders were willing to share 

with the researcher the information necessary to carry out this 

research and consented to having this information published in 

the final version of this document.  No personal information was 

sought from the interview participants and the interviewees had 

the option to withhold commercially sensitive information, if they 

so choose. 

4.4 Data collection process and data 

recording procedures 

It is recommended that qualitative researchers make explicit the 

process involved in their collection and analysis of data since by 

failing to do so, researchers employing qualitative methods “do 

little to encourage theory development or progress current 

knowledge and understanding about small firms” (Shaw, 1999).  

This section describes the data collection process and recording 
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procedures while the following section explains the data analysis 

and interpretation process. 

 

Background information on the platform enterprises was 

gathered through sources in the public domain, namely, company 

websites, Companies Registration Office (Ireland) and Enterprise 

Ireland through their annual Start-Up Showcase Reports.  

Background information on CEOs / Founders was also gathered 

from the public domain using company websites, public profiles 

on professional networks (e.g. LinkedIn), the press and through 

the subsequent interviews.  Crunchbase, a leading platform for 

finding business information about private and public 

companies, including early-stage start-ups, was also used as a 

source of data.  Crunchbase information includes investments 

and funding information, founding members and individuals in 

leadership positions, mergers and acquisitions, news, and 

industry trends.  The first face-to-face interviews were conducted 

over a six-week period during May and June 2019.  The second 

set of face-to-face interviews were conducted between November 

2019 and March 2020.  Each interview lasted about one hour.  

Notes were taken during all of the interviews including notes of 

the observations made by the researcher during the qualitative 

interview (Welman et al., 2005).  Permission to audio record the 

interviews were given by all interviewees.  Interviews were 

conducted face-to-face to establish rapport, build trust, and to 

identify any non-verbal cues that warranted further questioning.  

Interviews were conducted at the participants’ place of work or in 

a meeting room at Trinity College, Dublin. 

 

Prior to starting the interview most of the participants were 

interested to know why they had been chosen to participate in the 
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research.  As a result, the first 5 to 10 minutes of the interview 

was spent discussing the interviewers background, his reasons 

for conducting the research, and what he aimed to achieve. This 

discussion allowed the interviewer to explain the purpose of the 

study and to discuss the informed consent, namely, that any data 

gathered would be kept confidential and anonymity is assured, 

that participation is voluntary and that the participant can 

withdraw at any point.  At this point the interviewer also 

requested permission to record the conversation for 

transcription, that an account of the interview will be provided to 

verify accuracy and that notes will be taken (notes were taken as 

back-up in case of equipment failure where audio recordings were 

permitted).  All of the participants were forthcoming and shared 

a great deal of their background, experiences and insights with 

regard to owning and managing their businesses during the 

interview.  The interview concluded with the researcher thanking 

the participant for his/her time and interest in participating in 

the study.  The audio recording (where permitted) was stopped 

and the interview ended.  Based on the responses of the 

interviewees, the interviewer asked if they were willing to provide 

copies of the documentation.  None of the Platform operators 

were prepared to share copies of their commercial data, such as 

Revenue per User, or reports or data not in the public domain.  

The accuracy of interview data collected and subsequently 

confirmed with interviewees to avoid misunderstanding or 

misinterpretation is described in the next section that describes 

the analysis and interpretation of the interview data. 

4.5 Data analysis and interpretation 

The qualitative interview data was analysed using four levels of 

analysis (Levels 1 through 4) adapted from Cope (2005) with an 

additional level that considers the data collection and recording 
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process itself as the first level of analysis (Level 0).  Each of these 

levels is described in more detail below. 

 

4.5.1 Level 0: Interviews 

The interviews were the point at which the first primary data was 

collected.  As with Shaw (1999) the process of inductively 

analysing data commenced as soon as the first interview started.  

This is consistent with the views of Lofland et al.ʼs (2006) and 

Silvermanʼs (2006) who believe that during qualitative research, 

the researcher tries to make sense of the reality he/she 

encounters when collecting data whether through interviewing or 

observation.  This perfectly captures the overlap of data 

collection, analysis and interpretation activities that occurred 

during this exploratory study: during the interviews the dual roles 

of interviewer and researcher worked in harmony with the 

researcher engaged in analysing and interpreting the 

perspectives of the participants whilst simultaneously being the 

interviewer. 

 

4.5.2 Level 1: Transcription and capturing of notes 

After the completion of the data collection, Level 1 analysis 

comprised the analysis of the transcripts and notes.  First the 

interviews were transcribed, and all notes were captured 

electronically by the researcher.  Each recorded interview was 

transcribed in a sequential order with notes to ensure reliability 

of the data (Peräkylä, 1997).  Transcription of interviews falls 

somewhere on a continuum between naturalism, where each and 

every utterance is transcribed in as much detail as possible, and 

denaturalism, where “idiosyncratic elements of speech (e.g., 

stutters, pauses, nonverbals, involuntary vocalizations) are 

removed” (Oliver et al., 2005).  Since this study is interested in 
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the ʻinformational contentʼ (MacLean et al., 2004) a 

denaturalistic transcription style was followed and the 

“idiosyncratic elements” ignored.  During the course of 

transcription and capturing of notes, it happened that data on 

occasion seemed to some extent unclear or incomplete and the 

respondents were contacted to seek clarification. 

 

During Level 1, each of the transcripts and handwritten notes was 

read on numerous occasions.  Detailed notes were recorded in the 

margins, highlighting potentially significant issues and 

experiences (Patton, 2002).  As a result of this, the researcher 

achieved a high level of understanding of the data (Easterby-

Smith et al., 1991) and began organising and structuring the data.  

This increased the researcherʼs awareness of the “patterns, 

themes and categories” (Patton, 1987) in the data.  Once the 

interviews were completed, recorded, and checked for accuracy, 

it was analysed to determine the themes that evolved from the 

data collected. 

 

4.5.3 Level 2: Case study narratives 

During Level 2 analysis a case study narrative was compiled for 

each case (Hartley, 1994).  The case study narrative is a readable, 

descriptive picture that makes all the information necessary to 

understand the case as it pertains to the inquiry accessible to the 

reader (Patton, 1987).  In this research the case study narrative 

was both thematic and chronological because the narrative 

explains the use of data, systems and information in relation to 

decision-making within the context of the founders and the 

Platforms development.  The transcripts and notes were 

developed into coherent and manageable write-ups structured 

according to the descriptive framework in order to enable 
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analysis across the eleven cases.  Write ups are “intelligible 

products that can be read, edited for accuracy, commented on 

and analysed” (Welman et al., 2005). 

 

4.5.4 Level 3: Cross-case analysis 

Using a process of content analysis, this level of analysis requires 

the researcher to identify commonalities between the cases and 

issues which are specific to just one or two cases (Stake, 1994).  

Of particular interest is patterns or themes that emerge from the 

data or “quotations or observations that go together, that are 

examples of the same underlying idea, issue, or concept” (Patton, 

1987).  This process involves the identification of general and 

unique themes from all the cases using repetitions, that is topics 

that reoccur and the constant comparison method, that is 

identifying similarities and differences between cases (Ryan and 

Bernard, 2003) within the categories of inquiry and themes of the 

descriptive framework.  The outcome of this level of analysis is 

the objective findings based on the collected data. 

 

4.5.5 Level 4: Interpretation and extant literature 

In order to develop a deeper understanding of the launch 

strategies and success factors of Multi-Sided Platforms, Level 3 

analysis involved the “clustering” together of findings (Hycner, 

1985) without the use of any relevant theoretical literature.  In 

this level of analysis these findings are discussed in the context of 

extant literature.  Eisenhardt (1989) describes this process as 

“enfolding literature.”  The outcome of this level of analysis is the 

subjective interpretation of the findings, discussed in the context 

of extant literature. 
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Figure 1: 1 Data Analysis and Interpretation 
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Figure 2: Constant Comparison Analysis 

4.6 Use of Constant Comparison to Analyse 

Data 

 

The constant comparative method (CCM) together with 

theoretical sampling constitute the core of qualitative analysis in 

the grounded theory approach developed by Glaser and Strauss 

(Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Strauss, 1987; Glaser, 1992).  Boeije  

(2002) argues that this method is also the dominant principle of 

the analysis process in other areas of qualitative research.  

According to Tesch (1990), the objective of constant comparison 

is to identify conceptual similarities, to refine the discriminative 

power of categories, and to find patterns in the data.  

 

By comparing, it is possible to do what is required to develop a 

theory more or less inductively, namely categorising, coding, 
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delineating categories and connecting them.  Constant 

comparison is closely aligned with theoretical sampling.  This 

principle implies that the researcher decides what data will be 

gathered next and where to find them on the basis of provisional 

theoretical ideas.  This makes it possible to answer questions that 

have arisen from the analysis of and reflection on previous data.  

The data collected are then analysed again and compared with the 

new data.  Close attention should be paid to the way in which the 

units are selected.  This ensures that questions are answered in 

an appropriate manner, which greatly smooths the way in which 

the analysis is conducted.  The process of comparing the new data 

with the data that has been previously collected continues until a 

point is reached when new cases do not anything new to the 

research.  It is at this point that saturation has been reached and 

further data collection is unnecessary.  The cases can then be 

categorised accordingly. 

 

When the sampling has been conducted well in a reasonably 

homogeneous sample, there is a solid basis for generalising the 

concepts and the relations between them to units that are not 

included in the sample, but which behave in a similar manner.   

 

Morse and Field (1998) state that each piece of data must be 

compared with every other piece of relevant data.  According to 

Strauss and Corbin (1998) the art of comparison has to do with 

creative processes and with the interplay between data and 

researcher when gathering and analysing data.  The scripts that 

were produced when the interviews were transcribed were the 

starting point for the analysis process that enabled the 

reconstruction of the circumstances of the Multi-Sided Platforms 

being studied.   



98 
 

For this empirical study, a four-step analysis procedure was 

adopted: 

1. Comparison within a Single Interview 
2. Comparison between Companies within the Sample 
3. Comparison between the First Interviews and the Second 

Interviews at the Individual level 
4. Comparison between the First Interviews and the Second 

Interviews at the Company level 
 

4.6.1 Step 1 – Comparison within a Single Interview 

The research process commences with a comparative analysis of 

the data gathered for a single interview.  In the process of open 

coding, every passage of the interview is analysed to understand 

exactly what has been said and to label each passage with an 

adequate code.  By comparing different parts of the interview, the 

consistency of the interview as a whole is studied.  For example, 

clarification is needed if an interviewee says that previous 

industry experience played no role in the success of the platform 

in one part of the interview but indicates elsewhere in the 

interview that business relationships from previous employment 

were an important success factor.   

 

The purpose of this internal comparison in the context of the 

open coding process, is to develop categories and to label them 

with the most appropriate codes.  In this way it is possible to 

formulate the core message of the interview with the codes that 

are attached to it and to understand the interview including any 

difficulties, highlights and inconsistencies. It represents an 

attempt to interpret the parts of the interview in the context of 

the entire story as it has been told by the interviewee. 
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4.6.2 Step 2 - Comparison between Companies within 

the Sample 

All new interviews conducted are treated as described in Step 1.  

Memos, codes and codings increase as a result.  The process of 

comparing interviews begins when at least two interviews are 

available for comparison.  The comparison in this step is between 

interviews within the sample.  The first three interviews were 

selected with a view to exploring the subject and obtaining a 

variety of research subjects.  Once more information had been 

obtained, additional companies were selected in order to answer 

the questions raised by the comparison process.   

 

It is important to compare small elements from different 

interviews that could be deemed as having the same theme and 

that have been given the same code.  By making an inventory of 

characteristics and success factors for each category it was 

possible to carry out systematic comparison of the interviews. By 

comparing it becomes evident that some codes are combined with 

other codes and form a pattern.  Other interviews do not fit this 

pattern.  It is therefore important to look for combinations of 

categories or codes.  To identify the conditions that apply and the 

consequences that result, it is necessary to compare interviews as 

a whole.  

 

The aim of this step is to further develop the conceptualisation of 

the subject.  Another aim is to discover the combinations of codes 

which exist.   
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4.6.3 Step 3 - Comparison between the First Interviews 

and the Second Interviews at the Individual Level 

According to Kimchi et al., (1991), it is important to give data 

triangulation a central role in qualitative analysis.  In this third 

step, two different interviews are compared with regards to the 

experience of a specific phenomenon.  In this study, the 

interviews were at least 12 months apart and the nature of the 

interviews was different.  In the first interview, there was a 

greater emphasis on background information, fact gathering and 

building a relationship with the interviewee.  A first set of 

platform characteristics and initial thoughts on the success 

factors was captured.  Having established a relationship and a 

good understanding of the way in which the platform operated, 

the second interview delved much deeper into the success factors 

of the business and the relative importance of each.   

 

The aim of this step is to enrich the information from the first two 

steps.      

 

4.6.4 Comparison between the First Interviews and the 

Second Interviews at the Company Level 

The comparison in this phase takes place at the factor level.  The 

difference between this step and the preceding ones is the nature 

of the analysis.  It considers all of the themes in isolation and in 

relation to each other.  The comparison produces insights into 

similarities and differences in perspective, and agreement or 

disagreement on relevant themes.  These findings with respect to 

content are conceptualised in the same way as the themes found 

to be relevant in steps one and two. The relationship seen from 

two different angles is more complex than the experience of a 

single interviewee or company. 
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4.7 Trustworthiness and limitations of the 

study 

In qualitative research the standard for judging research is the 

degree to which evidence was presented that confirms that the 

descriptions and analysis represent the reality of the participants 

and the situations that were studied (Bloomberg and Volpe, 

2008; Creswell, 2009).  Dependability, credibility, and 

transferability are the three criteria used to establish the 

trustworthiness of qualitative research (Bloomberg and Volpe, 

2008).  A qualitative study must be dependable in order to be 

credible, and credible in order to be transferable.  Each of these 

three criteria is discussed here in the context of this research. 

 

4.7.1 Dependability 

Dependability is synonymous with reliability and considers the 

quality of the data collection and analysis (Lincoln and Guba, 

1985).  According to Carter (1999) analysing Miles and 

Huberman (1994) criteria for assessment of qualitative research, 

dependability is shown by articulating that the research 

systematically studied what it claimed to study.  Sandberg in 

Weber, (2004) states that dependability also requires 

interpretive awareness.  According to Gorman and Clayton 

(2005), findings can be said to be dependable (reliable) if the 

subjective role of the researcher is outlined, if the researcher 

explained the data collection and recording process in detail to 

the participants and used more than one source of data.  At each 

stage of the research process, the researcher considered the 

degree to which he may or may not have been influencing the 

responses of the participants. 
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4.7.2 Credibility 

Credibility seeks to answer the question of how well the findings 

can be traced back to the data collected during the research 

process (Lincoln and Guba, 1985).  It also considers the degree to 

which the portrayal of participants in the research matches the 

perceptions that the participants may have (Bloomberg and 

Volpe, 2008).  While every effort was made to accurately record 

the data presented by the participants, it has to be recognised that 

this data was sourced from a single individual within the 

organisation, albeit the one likely to have the best information on 

the performance of the business.  Additionally, interview formats 

were designed to be as relaxed and participative as possible.  As 

Easterby-Smith et al. (1991) highlight, interest and commitment 

on the part of the interviewer “often produces far better results 

than clinical detachment”. Where possible, confirmation of data 

provided was achieved through corroboration of background data 

gathered from the public domain. 

 

Another approach by which credibility can be improved is to 

examine and evaluate the assumptions and biases of the 

researcher towards the research being conducted as these could 

influence both the collection and analysis of the data.  The 

researcher went to great lengths to be aware of possible bias and 

personal prejudices.  With respect to the data analysis, Gorman 

and Clayton (2005) highlight the importance of explaining the 

subjective role of the researcher (Gorman and Clayton, 2005) and 

recording all assumptions appropriately.  The use of this strategy 

is documented throughout this chapter by making known the 

prior knowledge and experience of the researcher and by 

indicating expectations and assumptions.   

 



103 
 

4.7.3 Transferability 

Transferability refers to the degree to which the study has made 

it possible to apply the findings in the situations investigated to 

such other situations (Bloomberg and Volpe, 2008; Lincoln and 

Guba, 1985) and that is the case here.  The goal of qualitative 

research is not to produce findings from statistical data that apply 

universally to all situations.  Levy and Powell (2005) suggest that 

it is difficult to make generalisations about early-stage businesses 

because they are so diverse.  According to Walsham (1993), the 

degree to which comparisons between cases can be made depends 

on “the plausibility and cogency of the logical reasoning used in 

describing the results from the cases, and in drawing conclusions 

from them.”  Descriptions in the form of case narratives, as is the 

case with this research, facilitate the transferability of the 

interpretation and results.  The use of purposive sampling also 

allows for the selection of a diversity of cases with sufficient 

information richness that makes such descriptions possible. 

 

4.8 Definition of Success Factors and 

Successful Businesses 

The primary purpose of this research is to identify the success 

factors of Multi-Sided Platforms in Ireland.  This requires 

definitions of exactly what constitutes a ‘success factor’ and also 

what constitutes ‘success’ in the case of a Multi-Sided Platform.  

According to Bullen and Rockart (1981), success factors are "the 

limited number of areas in which satisfactory results will ensure 

successful competitive performance for the individual, 

department or business organization. Critical success factors are 

the few key areas where 'things must go right' for the business to 

flourish and for the manager's goals to be attained." (Bullen & 
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Rockart, 1981, p. 7).  This definition is adopted for the purposes 

of this research.   

 

There is no unique definition or measure of a successful business.  

Performance measures could be defined in terms of earnings 

(Schiller and Crewson, 1997), firm size, firm growth or duration 

in business (Pennings et al, 1998).  Each of these approaches is 

problematic, given the early-stage nature of all of the companies 

that participated in this research, the private status of each of 

these companies and the reluctance of Founders to provide 

sensitive commercial information.  For the purposes of this 

research, a novel approach, namely securing external investment, 

is used as a proxy for success on the basis that a company would 

need to be able to demonstrate a certain amount of success prior 

to receiving external investment.  It wasn’t sufficient for the 

company to secure any amount of external investment or indeed 

on just one single occasion.  The first threshold the company 

needed to cross was securing investment from Enterprise Ireland, 

the Irish Government agency that invests in high-potential start-

ups.  In February 2020, PitchBook, a leading Venture Capital 

(VC) and Private Equity Investment Platform, ranked Enterprise 

Ireland first in terms of top VC investors in global funding.  

Pitchbook ranks the most active global investors by VC deal 

count.  The 2020 rankings saw Enterprise Ireland secure the 

number one position globally and in Europe.  In 2019 Pitchbook 

ranked Enterprise Ireland first in Europe and second globally. 

 

Securing investment from Enterprise Ireland is significant for 

two reasons.  Firstly, in a process known as the Competitive Start 

Fund, Enterprise Ireland adopts a highly competitive process 

amongst Irish companies, prior to making a decision to invest.  

https://www.enterprise-ireland.com/en/news/pressreleases/2021-press-releases/enterprise-ireland-ranked-first-in-the-world-of-venture-capital-investors-by-deal-count.html
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Only companies that have demonstrated a certain amount of 

success secure funding.  Enterprise Ireland invests in less than 

one in ten companies that apply for funding.  Secondly, given that 

it is State funds that are being invested by Enterprise Ireland, its 

Investment Committee oversees a comprehensive due diligence 

process on all investment applications.   

 

Information required by Enterprise Ireland as part of their Due 

Diligence process prior to investing in a company is as follows: 

1. Company Profile 

a) Address 

b) Company Registration Number 

c) Company Structure 

d) Company Trading History 

e) Achievements to Date 

f) Ownership and Management Structure 

g) Eligible for Tax Relief on Investment 

 

2. Product Service and Market Opportunity 

a) Product Description 

b) Stage of Development 

c) Mission and Vision 

d) Accessible Market 

e) Market Research 

f) Competition 

 

3. Innovation 

a) Unique Selling Point 

b) Technical Roadmap 

c) Intellectual Property 

d) Team Track Record and Sector Knowledge 



106 
 

e) Advisors and Non-Executive Directors 

f) Skills Gap 

 

4. Key Milestones Achieved 

a) Commercial Milestones 

b) Technical Milestones 

c) Cost of Plan 

 

5. Financials 

a) Financial History 

b) Financial Projections 

c) Current Valuation 

d) Share Capital 

 

6. Funding History and Requirements 

a) Investment to date 

b) Investment Required 

 

7. Professional Advisors 

a) Legal 

b) Accounting 

c) Communications 

 

In addition to securing investment funding from Enterprise 

Ireland, the companies participating in this research were all also 

required to cross a second threshold before they could be 

considered ‘successful’, namely they were required to secure 

follow on funding from an external source at a pre-money 

valuation in excess of the valuation at which Enterprise Ireland 

invested.  This second investment hurdle as a qualifying criterion 

for participating in this research ensured that only those 
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companies that succeeded beyond an already challenging hurdle 

were deemed eligible.  This novel approach of using investment 

funding as a proxy for success removed the element of 

subjectivity from consideration.  There is nothing subjective 

about ‘hard cash’.    

 

4.9 Chapter summary 

This chapter discussed the method, procedures and processes for 

the collection, measurement and analysis of the empirical data 

related to this research.  Issues of trustworthiness that arise in 

qualitative research, namely dependability, credibility and 

transferability, were considered and the limitations that arise 

from the paradigm, design and method choices highlighted.  

Definitions for success factors and a successful business were also 

provided.  The following chapter presents the findings that 

emerged from the research and interprets these findings in the 

context of the extant literature. 

 

 

 

 

Table 1: Case Study Participants and Interviews 

Company Nature of Platform Interviewee Job Title Interview 1 Interview 2

Grid Finance P2P Lending Andrea Linehan Co-Founder / CMO 2 October 2018 27 March 2020

Fleet P2P Car Sharing Maurice Sheehy Founder / CEO 28 November 2017 9 October 2018

Beauty Buddy Beauty Product Reviews Wendy Slattery Founder / CEO 18 January 2019 10 February 2020

BeagleBid Property Auctions Healy Hynes Founder / CEO 8 August 2018 11 November 2019

Buymie Online Grocery Delivery Devan Hughes Founder / CEO 1 August 2018 20 November 2019

Glissed Freelance Beauticians Louise Dunne Founder / CEO 25 January 2019 10 April 2020

Campsited Campsite Bookings Finan O'Donoghue Founder / CEO 31 October 2018 15 November 2019

Sproose Convenience Services Conor Wilson Founder / CEO 11 January 2019 14 November 2019

Wellola Online Medical Appointments Sonia Neary Founder / CEO 20 February 2019 22 May 2020

GirlCrew Social Media Platform Aine Mulloy Co-Founder / CMO 15 August 2018 3 April 2020

HouseMyDog Dog Sitter Service James McIlroy Co-Founder / CEO 4 October 2018 20 March 2020
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5 Findings      

      

5.1 Introduction 

Having collected the data and prepared the transcripts and field 

notes in accordance with levels 0 and 1 of analysis outlined in 

Chapter 4, this chapter presents the results of the third, fourth 

and fifth levels (levels 2, 3 and 4) of analysis, namely the Case 

Narratives, the Findings from the Cross-Case Analysis, in 

addition to the subjective interpretation thereof.   

 

5.2 Case Study Narratives 

In this section, the third level of analysis, Level 2, comprising the 

Case Study Narratives, is presented.    

 

5.2.1 Case A – Grid Finance 

 

5.2.1.1 Background 

Grid Finance is a person-to-person lending platform.  Established 

in 2013, Grid Finance connects companies looking to borrow 

funds with individuals looking to lend funds in return for earning 

a rate of interest on the funds they lend.  Other products include 

invoice discounting, leasing and short-term cash flow loans, or 

cash advances, secured against money owed to the borrower from 

credit and debit card transactions, but it’s online lending 

marketplace is its core product and drives the bulk of the 

revenues.  Grid completed its first transaction on the platform in 

October 2014.  The two sides of the platform are 1) Businesses 

looking to borrow funds; and 2) Individuals willing to lend funds.  

The Core Transaction is the arrangement or facilitation of these 



110 
 

loans.  The revenue model is the 4% fee that Grid charges the 

company (i.e. Side 1) that borrows the funds.  The lender (i.e. Side 

2) pays nothing.    

The company has raised €4.75m from investors, including 

€250,000 from Enterprise Ireland through its High Potential 

Start-Up (HPSU) programme.  Along with two other C0-

Founders, Andrea Linehan is a founder of Grid Finance and has 

the role of Chief Marketing Officer.  Andrea holds an MBA from 

Trinity College Dublin and agreed to participate in this research.  

All of the co-founders are first time entrepreneurs.   

 

5.2.1.2 Platform Characteristics 

The Grid platform is unique in the Irish market as it is the only 

‘end-to-end’ solution for users, meaning the entire transaction 

takes place on the platform.  The company looking to borrow 

funds uploads all of the relevant information relating to the loan 

to the platform, the legal agreement pertaining to the loan is 

accessible to both sides of the platform and the lender can enter 

the amount he or she is prepared to lend at the rate of interest 

offered on the platform.     

 

The Grid platform was designed to make it easy for SME’s to raise 

new funds from private investors, and eventually, institutional 

investors.  Companies at various growth stages, from a wide 

variety of industries and locations, offered ‘lending opportunity’ 

campaigns to a wide variety of investors for a variety of time 

frames and at a variety of interest rates.  With so many variables 

at play, it was necessary for the Grid platform to be designed to 

make it as easy as possible for transactions to be consummated.  

To facilitate this, the platform was required to have Consumption 

Filters as well as Curation mechanisms built into the design.  
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Uniquely, Grid incorporated an innovative feature into their 

platform which awarded a rating to each lending proposition that 

was posted on the platform.  Known as the ‘Grid Score’, this 

algorithm-derived metric made it easier for lenders to evaluate 

lending opportunities.   

 

By employing its own IT developers, Grid was able to incorporate 

bespoke features such as the possibility of offering incentives to 

both sides of the platform to both participate and encourage 

contacts of their own to participate through a referral 

programme.  Importantly, features were also included that made 

it difficult for platform users to interact directly, away from the 

platform, having first connected on the platform.  For example, 

the legal agreement that governed the transactions was 

proprietary.  Another characteristic of the platform was its ability 

to create long-term value for users, beyond the initial interaction.  

This ‘persistent value creation’ took the form of a ratings 

mechanism which rewarded companies that demonstrated a 

strong track record in repayment performance by providing them 

with lower interest rates on follow-on or subsequent loans.  This 

transparency in repayment performance also made it easier for 

lenders to decide whether to offer funds to a particular company 

or not.                 

 

5.2.1.3 Success Factors 

a) Endogenous to the Platform 

Prior to launching, Grid had to make a choice about whether to 

build their own proprietary platform or to purchase one of the 

many readily available white label platforms on the market that 

could have allowed them to offer the proposed service.  A team of 

low-cost programmers was identified in Portugal and agreement 
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was reached to retain them.  The decision to develop their own 

platform was prescient and was an important contributory factor 

to the success of the platform in a number of ways.  Firstly, it gave 

the company “incredible agility”, stated the Founder, “when it 

came to customising the platform in response to the needs of 

users.  A good example of the importance of this arose when 

legislation changed, and lenders were required to self-declare the 

amount of interest they were receiving on their loans and the 

related amount of tax that was owed on this.”  In response to this, 

Grid built a new feature on their platform which automatically 

calculated the amount of DIRT (Deposit Interest Retention Tax) 

that was due, therein removing the confusion for its users.  

Secondly, having ownership of their own technology enabled Grid 

to more easily integrate third party service providers who wanted 

to become part of the ecosystem.  Specifically, institutional funds 

agreed to start providing liquidity on the platform, but only on 

the condition that certain “bespoke reports” were made available 

to them in “real time”, noted the Founder. 

   

This allowed the institutional lenders to participate in “shadow 

underwriting” until they got comfortable with the risks associated 

with the loans, ahead of auto deployment of their funds on the 

Grid platform, based on credit profiles and criteria.  Institutional 

lenders also had the ability to give their own input as to the 

risk/reward profiles of loans, based on their own market 

expertise and experience.  Had Grid been operating on a white 

label platform, it would have been extremely difficult for them to 

accommodate the requests of institutional lenders and hence 

would have missed out on this important revenue stream and 

source of important liquidity for the platform.  “By controlling 

our own technology from this outset, Grid was able to offer a 
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superior service to both sides on its platform and made it difficult 

for new entrants to steal market share”, reported the Founder.  

This was a key contributory success factor.   

 

The Grid Score (referred to above in the characteristics of the 

platform) was a key contributor to the success of Grid.  “This 

feature not only made it easier for lenders to evaluate 

opportunities it also proved to be a very high barrier to entry for 

new competitors to Grid”, said the Founder.  To compete on an 

equal footing, a new entrant would have needed to build an 

accurate credit scoring model, in addition to building the basic 

platform itself, and this explains why Grid had a valuable period 

as the dominant service provider.  Given the high value nature of 

transactions on a crowdlending platform, it follows that there was 

a low volume of transactions in the early years.  As a result, 

Consumption Filters and Curation Mechanisms did not play 

significant roles in the success of the platform over the first two 

years.  “Although the Grid platform had the functionality to offer 

incentives to both sides of the market as lead generation 

mechanisms, limited use was made of these after initial trials 

produced poorer than expected results – there was just no take-

up”, noted the Founder.  For example, an ‘Introduce a Friend’ 

offer to lenders, with a €100 incentive, had no impact on sign-ups 

and was dropped after a short period.   

 

Another platform feature that did, however, contribute to the 

success of the business was the inherent difficulty for platform 

participants to engage in off-platform activity.  This was achieved 

by the use of a proprietary legal agreement that only governed 

transactions completed on the platform, which meant it was 

much riskier for lenders to lend to companies without the 
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protection of the Grid legal agreement.  “We achieved lock-in and 

made it difficult for both sides of the platform to cut us out of a 

transaction by providing them with a legal agreement that they 

couldn’t use without involving us”, said the Founder.  Given that 

many SMEs used the platform a number of times and were 

funded again by many of the same lenders, Grid ensured that 

‘revenue slippage’ was kept to a minimum.   

 

b) Exogenous to the Platform 

Grid Finance launched at a time when funding for small and 

medium sized enterprises in Ireland was extremely difficult to 

secure.  The main banks, which had been the traditional source 

of funding for SMEs, had greatly reduced the amount they were 

able to lend after the global recession in 2012, and this created an 

opportunity for a new financial product to satisfy the funding 

requirements of SMEs.  Grid Finance was the first platform in 

Ireland to address this problem.  Coupled with fortuitous timing, 

in that the Irish economy grew rapidly in the immediate years 

after the launch of Grid, this ‘first mover’ position contributed 

greatly to the success of Grid, not just because it made new capital 

available to SMEs but because of the speed at which this new 

capital could be accessed.  “On average, companies’ borrowing 

funds through the Grid platform were able to cut in half the length 

of time it took to complete the loan agreement and receive the 

funds, which made our offering much better than what was in the 

market before our arrival”, noted the Founder.   

 

Grid launched using a strategy not articulated in previous 

literature.  In what could be best described as the ‘Personal 

Network’ strategy, it involves the founders inviting members of 

their own personal contacts to join the site and transact with each 
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other.  Clearly, this requires the founders to have an extensive 

network of their own, but that is precisely what each of the 

founders of Grid had.  Andrea Linehan, one of the co-founders, 

for example, had more than 10,000 LinkedIn connections of her 

own.  This ‘Personal Network’ strategy should not be confused 

with the Seeding Strategy, in which the company itself provides 

liquidity to the platform.  In the case of Grid, the liquidity was not 

provided by the company itself, but instead by the connections of 

the co-founders.  “We knew all of our initial users personally and 

they got the show on the road for us”, said the Founder.  This 

launch strategy greatly contributed to the success of Grid in its 

first year.  The personal contacts of the founding team 

contributed to the success of the business beyond just the 

facilitation of platform liquidity during the launch phase.  

Important partnerships were formed with key merchant service 

providers that greatly simplified the process of transacting on the 

platform and these partnerships came out of relationships the 

founders had, prior to launching the business.  “A founder 

without these previous relationships would have found it 

extremely difficult to secure these partnerships, something which 

would have been a high barrier to entry”, said the Founder of 

Grid.  Also, it wasn’t sufficient to just have these relationships – 

the founders also needed to have the negotiating capability to 

ensure the partners were “willing to take a punt and come on the 

journey” with the new platform.      

 

Grid adhered to the core principles of the lean startup during its 

formative years.  For the first two years, it operated with just 3 

employees in a low-cost office in Dublin.  “The employees ‘got out 

of the building’ and spent a lot of time with existing and potential 

customers perfecting the customer experience”, said the 
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Founder.  No money was spent on mass media advertising and 

only sufficient funds were raised to take the company to the next 

important milestone, at which point additional funds were raised 

at a higher valuation.  This focus on fiscal discipline on the one 

hand, and excellence in customer service on the other, were 

important factors in the success of the business. 

 

For the first 12 months following the launch, Grid attended start-

up events and participated in discussions about early-stage 

businesses.  It discovered that this associating with start-ups was 

actually detrimental to the brand and quickly disassociated itself 

from the start-up community, including withdrawing from 

awards nominations for which the company had been shortlisted.  

“As a financial service offering that needed to create the 

impression of trust and size, we quickly realised that start-up land 

was not a place we wanted to be associated with”, said the 

Founder.  Institutions and large partners became more accessible 

as a result of this brand realignment, with one such partner Met 

Life Assurance having a significant impact on the success of the 

business in the early stages.  “The decision to go for quality over 

quantity set the company apart from others when it was having 

mature discussions with potential partners”, noted the Founder.     

 

In-keeping with its adherence to the principles of the Lean Start-

up, Grid Finance only raised sufficient funds to take the company 

to the next important milestone.  But, it prioritised funding from 

investors who can add value to the business in ways other than 

purely the money invested.  An example of how they raised this, 

so-called ‘smart’ money, is when they raised funds from their own 

clients in a type of in-house crowd funding campaign.  

“Institutional lenders who participated in the fundraising 
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campaign therefore had a vested interest in the success of the 

platform and increased the level of business they did with us, so 

it was doubly valuable for us to bring in investors who could add 

more than just the money”, said the Founder.   

 

Prior to launching, the Grid Founders formulated an exit plan for 

the shareholders and have adhered to this.  Specifically, they set 

out to build a platform that would ultimately be acquired by a 

bank or another large financial institution, who were looking to 

get into the peer-to-peer lending space.  Had they wished to be 

acquired by another peer-to-peer lending platform, for whom the 

database of customers would have been of most value, then an 

entirely different launch strategy would have been adopted.  “We 

decided from the outset that making ourselves attractive to a 

complementary player would make us more appealing and that 

has proved to be the case,” noted the Founder.     

 

Summary of Key Success Factors 

Based on the qualitative interview data that was analysed using 

four levels of analysis adapted from Cope (2005), and the 

supplementary information collected from Enterprise Ireland 

and other publicly available material, the following key success 

factors of the Grid Finance Multi-Sided Platform were identified:  

1. First mover in the Irish market 

2. Focused exclusively on the domestic market 

3. Proprietary Technology 

4. Launched the platform using the ‘Personal Network’ 

Strategy 

5. Followed the Principles of The Lean Start-up 

6. Clarity of Exit Intentions from the Outset 

7. Independence of platform was essential 
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8. Importance of early ‘smart money’ Investors 

9. Difficulty with ‘off-platform’ activity 

10. Disassociation with the start-up community 

  

 

5.2.2 Case B - Fleet 

5.2.2.1 Background 

Fleet is a P2P car sharing app, located in Co Wicklow.  Established 

in September 2016, the company executed its first transaction in 

June 2017.  Fleet allows users to earn extra income by renting out 

personal vehicles to those looking to rent a car ‘on demand’, while 

also integrating enterprise clients into a fully-fledged car hire 

marketplace.  The two sides of the platform are 1) Car owners; 

and 2) Individuals looking to rent a car for a short period of time.  

The Core Transaction is the arrangement or facilitation of short-

term car rental transactions between the two sides.  The revenue 

model is the 10% fee that Fleet charges the Car renters when a 

transaction occurs.  Fleet generates no revenue from the owners 

who offer the cars for rent.  While 95% of the revenue that Fleet 

earns comes in the form of commission on transactions, it also 

earns a small amount in advertising when it charges car owners a 

fee if it wishes to boost the placement of its car higher up in the 

listings.  The company has raised €560,000 from investors, 

including €100,000 from Enterprise Ireland through its High 

Potential Start-Up (HPSU) Programme.  Maurice Sheehy is the 

founder of Fleet and agreed to participate in this research.  Fleet 

is the second start-up he has founded, having previously 

established and sold a fitness club.     
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5.2.2.2 Platform Characteristics 

The Fleet app is unique in the Irish market as it is the only 

platform that allows private car owners to rent out their vehicle 

to another private individual.  It is a classic ‘sharing economy’ 

platform in which underutilised assets are made available for a 

fee to others who derive benefit from their use.  The individual 

willing to make the vehicle available uploads all of the relevant 

information relating to the vehicle to the platform, including the 

make, model and year, in addition to the daily rental rate.   

 

With a wide range of vehicles on offer, at differing rates per day, 

it was necessary for the Fleet app to be designed to make it as easy 

as possible for transactions to be consummated.  To facilitate this, 

the platform was required to have Consumption Filters as well as 

Curation mechanisms built into the design.  Customers were able 

to search by location, price and vehicle make.  Another 

characteristic of the platform was its ability to create long-term 

value for users, beyond the initial interaction.  This ‘persistent 

value creation’ took the form of a Ratings and Review mechanism 

which allowed both car owners and renters to rate their 

experience of the other counterparty to the transaction.  Those 

car owners with the best ratings were rewarded with higher 

prominence in the search results.  This reputation system also 

enabled car owners to make a decision about whether to rent their 

car to an end user or not, depending on the approval rating the 

end user had received from previous bookings.       

 

Instead of recruiting its own team of IT developers to build the 

platform, Fleet offered shares in its own company to the IT 

developers’ company that built the platform, ensuring the 

developer’s interests were closely aligned with those of the 
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company, and most importantly that Fleet ended up owning their 

own technology.  A major challenge faced by a start-up platform 

offering a car rental service, with a wide variety of cars and an 

even wider diversity of end-user, is how to provide insurance 

cover for the two sides of the platform.  After prolonged 

negotiations, Fleet secured a partnership with Axa Insurance, 

which allowed it to incorporate an innovative insurance feature 

into the platform.  The legal agreement pertaining to the 

insurance is accessible to both sides of the platform.  The 

company also incorporated keyless entry technology into the app 

which enabled the car renters to access the vehicles and take the 

keys from the glove compartment, without having to physically 

meet the car owner.    

 

5.2.2.3 Success Factors 

a) Endogenous to the Platform 

By developing its own technology from the outset, Fleet was able 

to incorporate bespoke features that wouldn’t have been available 

from an off-the-shelf solution.   

“For us, the most important factor was presenting searchers with 

a choice of cars in close proximity to where they were based.  

There wasn’t much point in us offering cars located in Galway to 

people looking to rent a car in Dublin.  We put a lot of effort into 

ensuring our filters offered the best results,”, said the Founder.  

Consumption filters determine which items are presented to 

customers, so that only the most relevant items are presented.  

For Fleet, these filters were built into the platform logic according 

to the relevant city of your search, but the platform was also able 

to instantly identify the city in which the visitor was located, in 

the event that no search was being made and the most relevant 

results still needed to be presented.  These features were critical 
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to the success of Fleet.  Additional filters refined the search 

results according to age of car, make or model of car, or engine 

size.       

 

The inbuilt ratings and reviews element of the platform was also 

a critical success factor.  Both sides of the platform are prompted 

to leave a review after each transaction and 70% of the car owners 

left a review, while 90% of car renters left a review.  “The car 

owners on our platform really rely on reviews from previous 

renters to provide them with the security and confidence to rent 

out their car to a new driver, but we were also surprised at how 

important reviews left by other renters about the quality and 

cleanliness of the car was to new renters also”, noted the Founder.  

This transparency in behaviour of both sides of the platform 

resulted in a 65% repeat booking rate from car renters and an 

88% repeat offer rate from car owners.  A major incentive for car 

owners to maintain the highest standards of vehicle cleanliness 

and performance was the reward they received in terms of 

prominence in the search results for those with the highest 

ratings.  In order to maintain quality, platform users that received 

two consecutive ratings below 3* were removed from the 

platform.  “We couldn’t have made a success of the platform if we 

didn’t root out the users who were bringing down the standards 

for others.  No-one likes to turn away good business, but these 

clients were not good for business”, said the Founder.  The ratings 

and reviews feature contributed to the success of the platform in 

another way also, by facilitating ‘persistent value creation’.  

Users, on both sides, enhanced their long-term reputation on the 

platform with every additional positive rating and was a 

motivational factor in their decision to transact repeatedly on the 

platform.  The more active they were, the higher up they appeared 
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in the search rankings on the site, which, in turn, ensured they 

earned more revenue.     

 

While the ratings feature was important for reducing the level of 

platform slippage, a critical feature that effectively eliminated ‘off 

platform’ opportunities was the prized and exclusive Insurance 

Contract, from Axa Insurance, that Fleet had incorporated in the 

platform.  Only transactions executed on the platform received 

the insurance cover and this was a major consideration for car 

owners.  “This removed the single greatest friction to the 

completion of transactions on the platform and was a major 

barrier to entry for potential competitors who couldn’t offer this.  

The only draw-back of the policy was that it was not available to 

under-25’s but this had limited impact on the volume of business 

written”, noted the Founder.   

 

Fleet offered a €50 rental credit for the first three months to 

incentivise renters to join the platform and complete their first 

transaction.  Another feature built into the platform was a ‘Refer 

a Friend’ promotional offer which gave the person introducing a 

contact of theirs €10 for each new renter that was introduced.  “I 

would credit these incentives as having been a success factor for 

the platform during the launch phase.  Everyone likes a freebie 

and it encouraged users to trial the service”, noted the Founder.  

The Founder recognised very quickly after launch that the 

proprietary data their users were generating had significant value 

in itself.  “This data is of particular interest to insurance 

companies as they attempt to build actuarial models for the P2P 

car rental industry.  Access to the data was the critical factor in 

the decision of Axa Insurance to provide insurance policies for 

our transactions and it was the ability to offer this insurance, in 
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turn, which was a key success factor for the platform”, noted the 

Founder.  

          

b) Exogeneous to the Platform 

Fleet is the first mover peer-to-peer car rental service in Ireland.  

As such, it had no direct competition for its service when it 

launched.  Clearly, it had indirect competition from the 

traditional car rental companies, such as Hertz and Avis, but 

none of these enabled private individuals to generate income 

from an asset they used less than 10% of the time.  “To us, the 

opportunity was clear – give people an opportunity to make extra 

money from an idle asset and make it cheaper for people to rent 

high quality vehicles”, reported the Founder.  This new unlocking 

of value, via the sharing economy, was the first reason for the 

success of Fleet.   

 

The average Fleet vehicle cost 40% less than the average 

comparable car with the traditional car rental companies.  For 

higher end cars, this discount was more pronounced.  For 

example, an Audi A6 on the Fleet platform is available for €25 per 

day, in contrast to a price of €100 per day with Hertz rent-a-car.  

Superior value for the end user is another important success 

factor for Fleet.  “We also made the process of renting a car 

through the Fleet app is considerably easier than the traditional 

method of renting a car from a car rental company.  Users sign up 

online in 10 minutes without having to stand in a queue at a car 

rental desk and there is no paperwork to complete”, said the 

Founder.       

 

As in the case of the first platform investigated for this research, 

Fleet launched using a strategy not articulated in previous 
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literature and which has been best described as the ‘Personal 

Network’ strategy.  The biggest challenge the platform had at 

inception was to convince car owners to make their vehicles 

available for short term rentals.  Fleet solved this problem by 

convincing their vast network of personal contacts to make their 

own personal cars available.  “Having previously owned a fitness 

club, prior to establishing Fleet, we had a broad network of local 

contacts we could introduce the service to.  It was a bit younger 

than we would have liked but it was a great testing ground”, noted 

the Founder.  As a result, the early adopters were in the 25-35 

year old age demographic, although gradually increased over 

time as the platform achieved higher penetration rates.  As noted 

in the case of Grid Finance, this ‘Personal Network’ strategy 

should not be confused with the Seeding Strategy, in which the 

company itself provides liquidity to the platform.  In the case of 

Fleet, the liquidity was not provided by the company itself, but 

instead by the connections of the co-founders.  This launch 

strategy greatly contributed to the success of Fleet in its first year. 

 

One of the consequences of launching with a strategy of closely 

connected contacts was that a community spirit built up on the 

platform that engendered trust and respect amongst the platform 

participants, a culture that prevailed as the user base expanded.  

Unlike with traditional car rental companies, where there tends 

to be a relatively high number of insurance claims against the 

renters, Fleet did not have a single insurance claim during its first 

year in business.  “We were extremely worried at the beginning 

that we could become a target for insurance fraud and fake 

claims, as that is a big problem in this industry, but thankfully we 

saw none of this, which greatly impressed our insurance 

provider”, said the Founder.  This, in turn, provided comfort to 
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the insurance company partner that trivial claims would not be 

made, and this was an important contributory factor to the 

success of the platform.  The Fleet app generates unique 

proprietary data that is of value to both the company itself and 

also some third parties, such as the Number of Days Booked 

before an Insurance Claim is made, the size of the Average 

Insurance Claim, broken down by age, gender, location and type 

of vehicle.  This type of data is extremely valuable to Insurance 

companies and access to this data was the main reason that Axa 

Insurance agreed to provide cover for Fleet users.  As this dataset 

grows it continues to increase in value, thereby increasing the 

value of Fleet in the process.  “To the insurance companies, data 

is as valuable as the insurance premiums because it enables them 

to price future policies more accurately and make predictions 

about claims”, noted the Founder.   

 

Facebook advertising (paid) was the most effective channel for 

acquiring new users, with specific targeting of people who used 

Airbnb, were located in cities and didn’t have a car.  Campaigns 

focused on creating an ‘experience’ of driving a high-end vehicle 

for a few days, at a cost roughly 40% below the prices charged by 

the car rental companies.  The majority of bookings are at the 

weekend and are for 3 days on average.  Over 70% of new users 

came from Facebook advertising, with 20% coming from PR and 

the remainder from ‘word of mouth’.  65% of renters have made 

a repeat transaction on the platform.  After the first transactions 

were completed, they used Case Studies to demonstrate the value 

proposition to car owners, hoping to incentivise them by 

demonstrating how much certain owners made by renting out 

their vehicles.     
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Having had a successful exit from a previous venture, the Fleet 

founder formulated an exit plan for the platform, prior to launch.  

“I learned from my last business that it’s best to work towards a 

clear end-game before setting out.  I want to run this for a number 

of years and then move onto something else, so we have built it 

with a clear plan for selling out when the time is right,” said the 

Founder.  Specifically, he set out to build a platform that would 

ultimately be acquired by an OEM (Original Equipment 

Manufacturer), as opposed to another peer-to-peer marketplace.  

Had they wished to be acquired by another peer-to-peer lending 

platform, for whom the database of customers would have been 

of most value, then an entirely different launch strategy would 

have been adopted.   

 

Summary of Key Success Factors 

Based on the qualitative interview data that was analysed using 

four levels of analysis adapted from Cope (2005), and the 

supplementary information collected from Enterprise Ireland 

and other publicly available material, the following key success 

factors of the Fleet Multi-Sided Platform were identified:  

1. First mover in the Irish market 

2. Proprietary Technology 

3. Value of the Data 

4. Launched the platform using the Personal Network 

Strategy 

5. Built their own platform – gave their IT providers equity 

in the company in exchange for a cash payment.   

6. Launched the platform using the Personal Network 

Strategy 

7. Consumption Filters  
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8. No off-platform opportunities because of the Insurance 

Contract and the Ratings/Reviews 

9. Clarity of Exit Intentions from the outset 

 

 

5.2.3 Case C – The Beauty Buddy 

5.2.3.1 Background 

The Beauty Buddy is an app that allows users to make informed 

purchasing decisions about beauty products.  The user scans the 

barcode of a beauty or cosmetic product using their smart phone, 

while in a shop, and the app then displays all the information a 

consumer would need to know about that product – such as ‘free 

froms’ (e.g. additives), the ingredients and the directions for use.  

Customers can learn about a product without needing to speak to 

a shop assistant, who couldn’t be expected to know everything 

about every product available to purchase.    

  

Larger brands generally have their own apps but research by The 

Beauty Buddy founders showed consumers don’t really trust the 

ratings and reviews on these apps.  Also, with an average of 28 

products in their make-up bags the consumers don’t want an app 

for every brand - they want one app for all brands.  Similarly, 

consumers are sceptical of the reviews of beauty products on 

Amazon, and in many cases, the big brands do not sell on 

Amazon.  Established in November 2017, the company completed 

its first transaction on the platform in November 2018.  Beauty 

Buddy is located in Co Kildare.   

 

The two sides of the platform are 1) Cosmetic brands looking for 

more exposure to shoppers; and 2) Consumers looking for trusted 

product ratings and reviews before making a purchase.  The Core 
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Transaction is the arrangement or facilitation of these 

information exchanges.  The Beauty Buddy make its money from 

three revenue streams.  It sells insights into consumer and 

product trends and behaviours to the beauty brands and it earns 

commission from connecting users to specific products and when 

a user buys a product from a designated retailer.  The beauty 

brands pay €500 per month for their Insight Reports and pay 

€5,000 per month for access to The Beauty Buddy analytics 

dashboard.  The consumer (i.e. Side 2) pays nothing.      

 

The company has raised €665,000 from investors, including 

€150,000 from Enterprise Ireland through its High Potential 

Start-Up (HPSU) programme and €10,000 through the NDRC 

accelerator programme.  The two C0-Founders are sisters Wendy 

Slattery and Tracey Leavey.  Wendy holds a Degree from the 

National College of Art & Design, Dublin and agreed to 

participate in this research.  The Beauty Buddy is the third new 

business that the co-founders have started together.   

   

5.2.3.2 Platform Characteristics 

The Beauty Buddy app provides shoppers with real-time product 

ratings and reviews at the time they are physically in a beauty or 

cosmetic shop and considering making a purchase.  By simply 

scanning the bar code of the product into the app, the shopper 

can read the pertinent user-generated content about that 

product.     

 

The founders decided at the outset that the way in which they 

could best present the app and maximise the level of interaction 

between the two sides was for them to build their own platform 
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from scratch.  An in-house coder was employed, and a minimum 

viable product was built in the form of a Progressive Test app.    

 

With user-generated content the lifeblood of the platform, it was 

necessary for the app to be designed to make it as easy as possible 

for users to post ratings and reviews.  On the other side of the 

platform, it needed to be as easy as possible for cosmetic brands 

to have their products displayed, so that they could be reviewed.  

Consumption filters, according to product categories, were 

incorporated into the design of the platform to make it easy for 

consumers to search for specific products when they were not 

physically in the retail store.  It wasn’t necessary to build in 

curation mechanisms as, for the moment at least, a democratic 

environment prevails in that no product is given preferential 

positioning on the app – the independence of the app requires 

that all products are treated without favour.   

 

5.2.3.3 Success Factors 

a) Endogenous to the Platform 

A service that depends on user-generated content, in this case the 

products ratings and reviews by end-users, needs to make it as 

easy as possible for users to share their opinions of the products.  

The app was built with this in mind, and product users were able 

to visit this area of the app with one-click.  This maximised the 

number of reviews that the app captured and also ensured that 

the platform created long-term value for users, beyond the initial 

interaction.  “Maximising the number of reviews left by our users 

was our top priority from day one.  We know that’s what delivers 

value to the brands, so we did everything we could to keep the 

users coming back to the app”, noted the Founder.  This 

persistent value creation was an important success factor for the 
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platform, manifest by the emergence of a strong community spirit 

amongst users keen to help each other purchase the most 

appropriate beauty products for their needs.      

 

It quickly became apparent that there was immense value to 

cosmetic brands and the retailers that stocked them in all of the 

ratings and reviews posted by the users of The Beauty Buddy.  

“We can make as much, if not more, money from our data than 

we can from the transactions on the platform – it’s that valuable 

to the brands”, stated the Founder.  This is unique data which is 

proprietary and exclusive to The Beauty Buddy, and vastly 

superior to data that could be captured from less reliable sources, 

such as surveys or focus groups.  Consumers don’t even need to 

complete a transaction in order to add to the data generated – the 

mere search for a product by scanning the bar code generates new 

data that can help brands and retailers to learn about consumer 

behaviour.  “Before The Beauty Buddy, the only real-time data 

that brands had access to came from ecommerce shops, which is 

of limited value, as 85% of beauty products are purchased in 

bricks and mortar stores”, added the Founder.  Access to this 

ever-increasing source of extremely valuable platform data 

makes the company a Data as a Service (DAAS) business and is a 

key success factor for The Beauty Buddy.  As the Founder stated: 

“We haven’t spoken to a single brand yet who said they wouldn’t 

be interested in our data.”     

 

The Beauty Buddy app launched using the ‘Personal Network’ 

strategy, articulated for both Grid Finance and Fleet, in the two 

previous Case Studies in this research.  The founders of the 

company are big advocates of networking and in their previous 

business had won awards for networking from Network Ireland.  
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They also have an extensive network of contacts on LinkedIn and 

tapped into this during the launch phase.  For the founders of The 

Beauty Buddy, all of the pre-launch research was carried out with 

focus groups of personal contacts and these contacts were also the 

early adopters who posted the initial ratings and reviews for the 

products on the app.  “We ran a whole series of Focus Group 

meetings with people we knew, and these were the first users to 

trial the product”, said the Founder.  The value of their network 

extended beyond the early adopters of the platform into mentors 

and advisors that had previous business experience that was of 

great benefit to the founders in the early stages of the business.  

This advice was especially valuable when decisions in relation to 

pricing needed to be made.      

 

“Our research discovered that Trip Advisor never incentivised 

users to use their website, so we didn’t try to win new users with 

promotional offers and hence these were never used ways to 

stimulate activity on the platform” said the Founder.  The fact 

that the app solved a clear need of its users was sufficient for them 

to publish their own reviews and also share the app with their 

own contacts.  As the Founder stated: “Users are writing reviews 

without us having to ask them, and they are adding products to 

their Wish Lists without us even telling them we had Wish Lists.”  

Similarly, Consumption Filters were of a very basic nature in the 

app and were little more than the types of category filters on an 

ecommerce site, as the search was mainly done by scanning a bar 

code.  There was also no scope for off-platform opportunities as 

the brand cannot connect with the user unless they do it through 

the app.  “We never really had to worry about slippage on the 

platform because it is much easier for our users to leave feedback 

on our platform than report it directly to the brand”, said the 



132 
 

Founder.  One characteristic of the app that made a considerable 

contribution to success is the persistent value that is being 

created by users returning to the site on a frequent basis.  

“Consumers can view the products their friends are buying and 

the reviews they are publishing.  They can also see what 

Influencers and Celebrities are saying and buying, and this 

element of natural curiosity keeps the end users coming back to 

the site”, reported the Founder.  The Founders highlight this 

community element of the platform as a major contributor to the 

platform’s success.   

 

Building their own platform from the start and retaining 

ownership of the technology has been a key success factor for The 

Beauty Buddy.  New features are constantly being added and 

there was no readily available software on the market that was 

customisable for the requirements of this app.   

 

b) Exogeneous to the Platform 

The Beauty Buddy app is the first app of its kind that offers 

consumers the ability to access independent product ratings and 

reviews by scanning a bar code of the product while in store and 

generate the related actionable data from this.  “The genesis of 

the idea for The Beauty Buddy app came from our direct personal 

experiences – no-where could we find independent reviews of 

products at the point of purchase”, said the Founders.  They 

experienced a problem and decided to solve it by developing their 

own app.  This is not a case of copying an idea that has been 

successful in another territory as their pre-launch research 

showed that no such product existing.  It follows therefore, that 

The Beauty Buddy app is the first such app of its kind on the 

market and that the company is a ‘First Mover’.  The absence of 
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an immediate competitor has contributed to the accelerated 

growth rates and success of the company to date.   

 

Attracting early adopters to any business is important for success, 

but the issue is particularly acute for two-sided platforms that 

need to acquire two different cohorts of early adopters who can 

transact with each other.  In the case of The Beauty Buddy, the 

founders had an extensive network of their own contacts into 

which they could tap and who registered as the initial users on the 

platform.  “Between us we were able to immediately recruit large 

numbers of early stage users to sanity-check the idea and get 

feedback on the way in which we were going to present it”, said 

the Founder.  Without this network of their own, it would have 

been extremely difficult to quickly build a critical mass of users as 

‘social proof’ to encourage later users to join and, equally 

importantly, as ‘proof of concept’ for early investors.  Access to a 

network of their own was highlighted by The Beauty Buddy 

founders as the single most important success factor.  In addition 

to solving the problem of acquiring initial users, having access to 

their own network also proved invaluable as a source for advisors, 

mentors and investors.  This was particularly helpful because the 

founders had no previous experience in the beauty industry or in 

starting a two-sided platform from scratch.  In fact, their previous 

business had failed in disastrous circumstances and they needed 

as much external support and guidance as possible from their 

own network to launch this new venture.     

 

While The Beauty Buddy app clearly has international market 

potential (and global ambitions), the focus of the business for the 

initial years was exclusively on the Irish market.  This ‘Ireland 

first’ approach was adopted in order to prove the demand for the 
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product in a relatively small market, after which other territories 

would be targeted.  This allowed the company to learn from its 

mistakes as it perfected the product and the user experience in its 

early growth phase and was an important contributory factor to 

the success of the business.  As the Founder stated: “I believe you 

can make mistakes in Ireland without the rest of the world finding 

out about it, and if you can’t get it successful in Ireland, a market 

which is very supportive for start-ups, then you won’t make a 

success of it internationally.”        

 

From developing a Minimum Viable Product, in the form of a 

Progressive Test App, to continually iterating the product 

features and the user experience, though focus groups (in-person 

and on Facebook), to a heavy reliance on data to inform decision-

making, much of the success of The Beauty Buddy can be put 

down to an adherence to the principles of The Lean Start-up.  As 

the Founder stated: “We needed to find out if users needed what 

we were building and if they were willing to use it.”  The same also 

applied to brands, and considerable research was conducted into 

their perspective of the new idea.  A good example of this is the 

feedback from an early adopter brand that said it would be 

beneficial to know the age of the end user and that it would pay 

to obtain that data.  The Beauty Buddy app was customised to 

request this information at registration.  Another feature that was 

added, based on feedback received, was the ability of brands to 

send a discount to a consumer that saved the product in their 

Wish List on the app.  While The Lean Start-up does not 

specifically require a small budget in order to adhere to its 

principles, many of the companies that do subscribe to this 

approach do indeed have limited financial resources for 

marketing, operations and IT development.  The Beauty Buddy 
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was no different and explained much of their success as being 

down to the clever use of limited funds.  In their own words, they 

“didn’t buy success – we worked for everything we achieved”.  An 

example of the way in which the company carefully managed their 

resources was the way in which they built a prototype of their app 

using a website called Proto.io, which is a prototyping platform 

that covers prototyping needs from early-stage idea validation to 

fully animated, high fidelity, interactive prototypes.  For just $20, 

The Beauty Buddy was able to build their first iteration that 

enabled them to get low-cost feedback by simply sending focus 

group members a link to the prototype.  A not unrelated success 

factor of two-sided platforms, like TripAdvisor or Facebook, is the 

ability to ‘get people to work for free, by giving ratings and writing 

reviews’.  The Beauty Buddy also follows this playbook and 

benefits from the end-users doing a lot of the work.      

 

The founders of The Beauty Buddy had started a business 

previously.  That business went into liquidation after 11 years 

from over-trading in 2016, which was a huge learning curve for 

the founders.  This time around, as the founder stated: “We know 

our Finances; we know our Business Plan; our goals are set; and 

we know our Team.  Everything is more organised, and everyone 

sees the vision.”  They credit this as a critical success factor for 

their current business.     

 

Through Enterprise Ireland and the NDRC, the founders are 

surrounding themselves with people on the same journey as 

themselves, and also gave them access to mentors and advisors 

who had been on the journey before them.  They found this ability 

to calibrate their progress against other startups and take advice 

from experienced entrepreneurs as important contributory 
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factors to the success of the business.  “We know what we don’t 

know, and we’re not afraid to seek outside help.” 

 

The platform has been established with a clearly defined exit 

strategy in mind.  Specifically, the founders believe the data the 

platform generates would be of most value to global market 

research and data analytics companies like Rakuten or Nielsen, 

who could simply enhance their own product suite by offering the 

data from The Beauty Buddy app.  It could not be purchased by a 

retailor or large brand because ‘independence’ is critical to its 

success.  Any company that sells market research or data 

analytics for the consumer industry would be a potential suitor.  

The ideal time frame for an exit would be 5-7 years.      

 

Success could have been achieved without Enterprise Ireland, but 

it would have taken a lot longer.  In addition to investment and 

advice, Enterprise Ireland has also facilitated connections in 

international markets, notably the office in Toronto.   

 

Based on the qualitative interview data that was analysed using 

four levels of analysis adapted from Cope (2005), and the 

supplementary information collected from Enterprise Ireland 

and other publicly available material, the following key success 

factors of the Beauty Buddy Multi-Sided Platform were 

identified: 

 

Summary of Success Factors  

1. First mover in this industry 

2. Exclusive focus on the Irish market during the launch 

phase 

3. Developed and owns its own technology 
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4. Generates proprietary actionable data 

5. Exclusive focus on the Core Transaction 

6. Followed the principles of The Lean Start-up 

7. Clearly defined Exit Strategy 

8. Independence 

 

 

5.2.4 Case D – Beagle Bid 

5.2.4.1 Background 

Beagle Bid is a prop-tech sales platform that connects buyers, 

sellers and real estate agents in real time.  Established in 

February 2015, Beagle Bid allows users to enjoy a smoother 

"private treaty" sales experience where all participants can see 

price updates (bids) instantly, creating greater trust between all 

parties and speeding up what can be a long, stressful and 

laborious process. 

 

Based in Athlone, Co Westmeath, the platform executed its first 

transaction in February 2019, following a lengthy period of 

market research and technology development.  Beagle Bid has 

three sides to its platform – Real Estate Agents, Property Sellers 

and Property Buyers.  Estate agents pay a commission of 0.05% 

of the value of a property transaction completed on the site, plus 

a listing fee of €375.  The property seller or buyer pays nothing.  

The Core Transaction on the platform is the successful 

completion of a property transaction.   

 

The company has raised €500,000, with €250,000 coming from 

the founder and €250,000 coming from Enterprise Ireland 

through its High Potential Start-Up (HPSU) programme.  Healy 

Hynes is the founder and CEO of Beagle Bid and has a Bachelor 
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of Business Studies degree from NUI Galway.  He agreed to 

participate in this research.  He is a third-time entrepreneur.      

 

5.2.4.2 Platform Characteristics 

The platform is the first of its kind in the world and changes the 

business model of how Estate Agents and buyers/sellers engage 

with each other.  With the traditional model of a real estate 

transaction, the buyer/seller has no visibility on the bids placed 

by buyers as all of this information is controlled by the estate 

agent, with little or no transparency.  According to the founder of 

Beagle, an IPSOS survey in December 2018 showed that only 30% 

of people trust estate agents.  Beagle solves the problem of 

transparency by giving all stakeholders visibility on the number 

of bids and the price (and time) of each one.  Buyers can place a 

bid on a property 24 hours a day and view the entire bid history 

of the property for sale at any time of the day.  By keeping all 

parties apprised of bid activity it makes for a completely 

transparent process.  A three-step registration and validation 

process, which includes approval by an estate agent, makes it 

extremely difficult for someone to set up a fake account, which 

substantially diminishes the scope for fake bids on the platform.      

 

The Beagle Bid platform was designed to make it easy for 

property buyers to see the level of demand for a property from 

other buyers.  Because of this transparency, buyers are now better 

informed and are also better engaged in the sales process, 

particularly if they are bidding on more than one property.  

According to the founder of Beagle Bid, real estate agents are 

achieving sales prices 4.5%, on average, above the asking prices 

of properties on the platform, and the length of time the property 

is on the market is roughly half that of the market norm.  The app 
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supports the service provided by estate agents, as opposed to 

supplanting what they are currently doing.   

 

Unusually for the platform start-ups analysed for this research, 

the code for the platform was written by the founder, who was a 

self-taught programmer, in addition to having 30 years’ 

experience in the real estate industry.  As a result, the platform 

had limited features and the interface was designed to be as 

simple as possible.  Instead of incorporating Consumption Filters 

into the design, the estate agents were simply provided with a 

URL of the listing which they were able to share with interested 

buyers.  Similarly, no Curation Mechanisms were built into the 

design of the platform, as each estate agent shared the property 

for sale link with its own database of buyers by email.  Moreover, 

at no time did Beagle Bid offer financial incentives or other forms 

of promotional offers to encourage platform participants to either 

register on the site or engage in more activity.  Given the nature 

of the transactions and transparency in the way information was 

posted on the platform, the scope for off-platform opportunities, 

in which platform users could interact directly, away from the 

platform, having first connected on the platform, was extremely 

low.  A characteristic of the platform was its ability to create long-

term value for users, beyond the initial interaction.  This 

‘persistent value creation’ took the form of access to the data that 

was being compiled on the platform.  Only platform participants 

were provided with access to this and as the volume of data on the 

bidding history of property sales increased, access to this data 

encouraged real estate agents to continue to participate.   

 

The platform was developed as a ‘mobile first’ website, as 

research by the founder showed that 65% of the users were 
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accessing the site on mobile devices, even though the average age 

of users is 43.    

 

5.2.4.3 Success Factors 

a) Endogenous to the Platform 

The platform was designed and the code was written by the 

Founder of Beagle Bid over a 3-year period.  The founder had 30 

years previous experience in the real estate sector in Ireland and 

therefore was well positioned to understand what problems the 

platform needed to solve.  “It was built from an insider’s 

perspective, but potential users were also instrumental in the 

design of the website”, said the Founder.  A revealing statistic 

about the rationale for the platform is that 60% of the activity on 

the website is conducted outside normal office hours.  “Prior to 

the arrival of Beagle Bid, if a potential buyer wished to make a bid 

for a property this could only be done by speaking to a real estate 

agent during office hours.  We wanted to improve on this”, stated 

the Founder.  By making it easier for buyers to place bids at any 

time online and making these bids visible to all other users of the 

platform, the Beagle Bid value proposition was clear to users from 

the outset.  Ease of use was prioritised as a success factor, as the 

average time spent on the site by a user is 4 minutes, so it was 

important that the navigation was not complicated.  “With all of 

the experience I have in this industry and the coding skills I 

basically taught myself, I was able to build precisely what the 

industry requires.”   

 

As noted in the platform Characteristics section (above), the 

platform was designed with simplicity in mind, but it was also 

‘built for scale’.  The marginal cost of servicing each new user is 

minimal, as most of the customer engagement, on both the buyer 



141 
 

and seller side, is handled by the real estate agent handling the 

sale of the property.  “Having ownership of the technology from 

the outset allowed us to experiment with certain features and only 

persist with those that enhanced the value proposition”, which 

was an important factor in the success of Beagle Bid.    

 

During the first design iteration of the platform, the founders 

attempted to offer elements other than the Core Transaction.  For 

example, a Viewing Bookings feature allowed buyers to make 

appointments with estate agents online, “but this became too 

difficult for estate agents to manage and it was removed from the 

platform.  Similarly, an On-Call Customer Support for buyers was 

offered, but it too proved problematic and the service was also 

ceased.  We focused purely on the transaction.”  Because Beagle 

Bid had no direct relationship with either the buyer or the seller 

in the transaction, but instead only had a relationship with the 

estate agent, it was imperative that only the features that most 

benefited the real estate agents were optimised.  The exclusive 

focus on the Core Transaction was an important factor in the 

success of Beagle Bid.  What the platform did offer, however, was 

a slick user interface which presented all of the relevant 

information in the form of Dashboards, all designed based on the 

founder’s understanding of user requirements from his 30-years 

in the property industry.   

 

b) Exogeneous to the Platform 

“We started out as an Online Auction site with a Minimum Viable 

Product that allowed the founders to understand what were the 

real ‘pain points’ suffered by buyers and sellers during a real 

estate property transaction.  It emerged from user feedback that 

the ‘information vacuum’ experienced by buyers and sellers was 
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a major problem and this precipitated a ‘pivot’ from an auction 

site into a sales platform with a bidding engine”, stated the 

Founder.  This is the first indication that Beagle Bid followed the 

principles of the Lean Start-up.   The Lean Start-up methodology 

argues that entrepreneurs should use scientific experimentation 

to achieve validated learning, which is described as discovering 

what is working and what customers actually want, as opposed to 

what they say they want.  The most effective way to experiment, 

while saving time and money is to use the Build-Measure-Learn 

Feedback Loop, which highlights the importance of Genchi 

Gebutsu, meaning to go out and obtain first-hand knowledge, 

instead of relying on assumptions and secondary research.  

Beagle Bid adhered to the core principles of The Lean Startup 

during its formative years.  “For the first two years, we operated 

with just 3 employees in a low-cost office in Athlone, Co 

Westmeath,” stated the Founder, “but we all discussed the new 

business with those in our target market.”  The founder 

employees ‘got out of the building’ and spent a lot of time with 

existing and potential customers perfecting the customer 

experience.  No money was spent on mass media advertising as 

all of the marketing was done by the real estate agents transacting 

on the platform.  Only sufficient funds were raised to take the 

company to the next important milestone, at which point 

additional funds were raised at a higher valuation.  Another clear 

example of the way in which Beagle Bid bootstrapped its way to 

success was the founder’s decision to write the code for the 

platform himself.  “Rather than spending time going over and 

back with developers, I just did it myself and this enables me to 

make changes as soon as they are required.”  This focus on fiscal 

discipline on the one hand, and excellence in customer service on 

the other, were important factors in the success of the business. 
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Beagle Bid launched using a strategy not articulated in previous 

literature, but which closely resembled that implemented by Grid 

Finance, namely, the ‘Personal Network’ strategy.  To succeed, it 

is necessary to the founders to have a critical mass of personal 

connections who will join the site at launch and transact with 

each other.  This is precisely what each of the founders of Beagle 

Bid had.  Healy Hynes, CEO, had worked as a real estate agent in 

the family business for 30 years, prior to developing the platform.  

“My father and sister were also real estate agents and they had 

also built up a comprehensive network of contacts throughout 

Ireland over that period, so between us we know all the players in 

the industry, up and down the country.  This gave us a great head-

start when we launched.”  This ‘Personal Network’ strategy 

should not be confused with the Seeding Strategy, in which the 

company itself provides liquidity to the platform.  In the case of 

Beagle Bid, the liquidity was not provided by the company itself, 

but instead by the connections of the co-founders.  This launch 

strategy greatly contributed to the success of Beagle Bid during 

its initial growth phase.      

 

Closely related to the ‘personal network’ launch strategy outlined 

above was the decision to focus exclusively on the Irish market 

during the launch phase.  “There are approximately 1065 real 

estate agents in Ireland, and this was an ideally sized market in 

which the concept could be validated.  The response rates from 

estate agents contacted in Ireland has been entirely positive as 

they do not view us as a threat to their current offering” stated the 

Founder.  The platform is now exploring a move into the UK and 

Europe but needed sufficient validation in the Irish market before 

it would consider overseas markets.   
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Highlighting the value in the data generated on the platform, the 

Founder of Beagle Bid stated “We are fascinated by the behaviour 

of the people involved in our transactions.  Beagle Bid is 

embedded in a property transaction, and as the data set grows, it 

is gaining unique insights into user behaviour.”  In contrast to the 

data on the publicly available Property Register in Ireland, which 

is 12 months old, Beagle Bid has unprecedented access to a live 

data set.    

 

In order to encourage all of the Estate Agents to join the platform, 

and promote it amongst their own customers, it was essential that 

Beagle Bid maintained an independent status and treated all 

platform participants equally.  An unexpected, but welcome and 

extremely valuable asset that has been created, however, is an 

entirely new database of property buyers who have registered on 

the Beagle Bid site to post bids.  While this database could not be 

targeted by Beagle Bid in its current guise, it is the property of 

Beagle Bid and could be extremely valuable if the company ever 

decided to introduce a complementary service.   

 

The Founder concluded the second interview by crediting ‘good 

timing’ as a factor in the success of the platform.  He argued that 

“the property market was ripe for disruption and platform 

participants, on all three sides, have been quick to recognise the 

benefits of the service and the churn rate has therefore been 

negligible.”    

 

Based on the qualitative interview data that was analysed using 

four levels of analysis adapted from Cope (2005), and the 

supplementary information collected from Enterprise Ireland 
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and other publicly available material, the following key success 

factors of the Beagle Bid Multi-Sided Platform were identified: 

 

Summary of Success Factors 

1. Launched using the ‘Personal Network’ strategy 

2. Exclusive focus on the Core Transaction – no peripheral 

activities 

3. Followed the principles of The Lean Startup 

4. Value in the data 

5. Initial focus on Ireland exclusively 

6. Proprietary technology 

7. Independence  

8. Very simple User Interface 

 

 

5.2.5 Case E – Buymie 

5.2.5.1 Background 

BuyMie is an on-demand e-commerce grocery shopping app, 

located in Dublin.  Established in 2014, the company completed 

its first transaction in February 2016. BuyMie is a marketplace 

that connects consumers looking for deliveries within 12 hours 

with drivers who are willing to shop and deliver these groceries 

for them.  The company has partnered with large retailers like 

Tesco and Lidl, as opposed to having its own products to sell, and 

therefore operates as a classic intermediary.  

 

The two sides of the platform are 1) Consumers who purchase 

grocery and hardware products online but who require delivery 

of these within a relatively short period of time, typically less than 

24 hours; and 2) Delivery drivers who personally pick grocery 

products from a shopping list and hand deliver these items to the 
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consumers.  The Core Transaction is the arrangement or 

facilitation of these orders by consumers for personal deliveries.  

The revenue model is the fee paid by the consumers (i.e. Side 2), 

which equates to a commission of 14.75% of the value of the goods 

ordered.  The driver receives an undisclosed cut of the fee paid by 

the buyers.   

 

The company raised €100,000 from investors, including 

€50,000 from Enterprise Ireland through its Competitive Start 

Fund, over the first 18 months, after which Unilever plc invested 

a further €100,000, and the company then raised €850,000 in 

its first sizable fundraising at the end of 2017.  Devan Hughes is 

the Founder and CEO of this company.  He has a Bachelor’s 

degree in Finance and he agreed to participate in this research.   

 

5.2.5.2 Platform Characteristics 

The BuyMie app is unique in the Irish market as it is the only 

platform that connects drivers with grocery consumers, without 

ever actually owning the products.  When a grocery consumer 

places an order on the app the items are picked in the 

supermarket by a personal shopper who checks out the items and 

then hand-delivers them to the consumer at home.  BuyMie is 

also the fastest grocery delivery service in the country.  

Consumers can order from a selection of retailers and have an 

order delivered within a 60-minute window.   

 

Following a considerable amount of time validating the concept 

by interviewing 500 consumers about their ecommerce grocery 

buying habits (product types, price points, delivery time 

preferences), the company spent the first 12 months building an 

MVP prototype version of the shopper app for iOS and also the 
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logistics engine.  Friction points in relation to why these 

consumers wouldn’t shop online were identified.  The platform 

was “designed with scalability at its core because a service of this 

nature is only viable at scale”, according to the founder.  The 

marginal cost to service each new customer is minimal.  The 

platform was developed for BuyMie by an IT team in Armenia, at 

a fraction of what it would have cost in Ireland, as IT salaries in 

Ireland have been driven up by the larger technology companies 

operating here.      

 

BuyMie launched using the Seeding Strategy, which is where the 

platform takes the task of value creation upon itself where 

actually it is the first producer.  Producers, in the case of BuyMie, 

are the personal shoppers who drive to the grocery shop, hand 

pick the items, pay for the items and personally deliver the goods 

to the consumer.  In the launch phase of the platform the BuyMie 

employees, including the founder, assumed this role and took 

direct responsibility for proving that the concept worked.  

According to the founder “The Seeding Strategy was the only one 

that was available to us.”        

 

The BuyMie app had very limited functionality during its launch 

phase.  While it had a basic Search function for specific grocery 

items, it had no Curation mechanism to ensure that either the 

best priced items or the best quality items were presented to 

consumers.  A simple feature that was incorporated shortly after 

the launch was the ability for consumers to create shopping lists 

and save these for repeat ordering.  Early attempts to offer 

incentives to new members to join, such as €10 off the first order 

or free delivery on the first order, were abandoned due to fraud – 

new users were simply signing up with a new account and the 
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platform functionality was unable to prevent this happening.  

Given the dynamic of the process in which the personal shoppers 

‘in the field’ had to physically select and purchase the groceries 

for the end consumers, it was necessary to incorporate a feature 

in the platform that managed Prepaid Cards for the personal 

shoppers.   

 

The founders considered incorporating a number of features on 

both the producer side and the consumer side during the launch 

phase but held off on the development of these for budgetary 

reasons.  On the producer side, a mechanism to identify and 

reward the most efficient personal shoppers, based on ratings 

and speed of delivery, was explored.  On the consumer side, plans 

for a loyalty scheme, regardless of the choice of grocery shop, 

were drawn up.  Both of these are expected to be introduced on 

the platform soon and are expected to enhance the performance 

of the app.     

 

5.2.5.3 Success Factors 

a) Endogenous to the Platform 

“We carried out extensive research into the online grocery 

shopping habits of 500 consumers prior to writing a line of code”, 

stated the Founder.  This research helped BuyMie to avoid early 

mistakes and create a platform which solved grocery consumer 

problems, and which “focused obsessively on the Core 

Transaction”, which was ensuring customers received their 

ordered groceries in an expeditious manner.  All distractions, 

such as food recipes or glossy images, were sacrificed in order to 

maximise the number of transactions and this was the first 

success factor highlighted by the founder.    
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Complementary to this, “a powerful grocery-specific logistics 

engine was built to handle scale.  The proprietary algorithm 

behind this engine contained a range of core, real-time variables 

that needed to be managed, including chill-chain management, 

speed at picking items in the store and driver availability”, all of 

which contributed heavily to the success of the platform.             

 

BuyMie has always “considered itself as a Data Science 

company”, said the Founder.  “You see consumer data in grocery 

data before you see it in any data set.  It’s the most ‘high 

frequency’ form of data you can have access to”, the Founder 

added.  One of the early investors in the company is a data analyst 

with a PhD in data analytics, who helped the company put the 

ideal system in place to capture the most important data, 

“including average basket size, demand by product and location, 

age, gender and preferred delivery times.”  An example of the 

important role played by data analysis is the decision to shift from 

a ‘Post Code’ model, which limited market penetration rates, to a 

‘City wide’ reach, which greatly increased the market size, 

especially for the critical cohort of early adopters.  This decision 

was precipitated by data which showed that the same consumer 

could request delivery to several locations.  BuyMie views its data 

as “intellectual property that can never be recreated”, and data is 

becoming increasingly important the longer the business is in 

operation – the company has delivered more than 1.5 million 

items, each of which is a data point.  “All of these data points, 

which have been mined through customer engagement with the 

platform, have become a core asset of the business, have resulted 

in significant cost savings in the infrastructure” and are a key 

factor in the success of the company.    
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The Commission rate of 14.75% charged by BuyMie has remained 

unchanged for over two years, following an initial trial period at 

a lower rate of 9% which proved unviable.  User research 

highlighted that consumers would be willing to pay a higher 

amount for faster delivery times resulted in the increase to 

14.75% and the company has been accurately able to forecast the 

level of demand and customer acquisition rates at this price point 

and plan cash flow accordingly.  “Our ability to be able to 

accurately forecast demand at a particular price point has been 

an important success factor for the company.”     

 

While the app had very limited functionality during the launch 

phase, the nature of the transactions made it very difficult for 

platform participants to engage in off-platform activity, which is 

defined as the ability for the two sides of a platform to transact 

together, having initially met on the platform.  To avoid paying 

the commission, “the consumer would have had to send a manual 

list of grocery items to that personal shopper, who then wouldn’t 

have a payment mechanism by which to pay for the groceries.”  

There are “natural barriers” for the service to be replicated 

outside of the BuyMie environment.  Moreover, there was an 

incentive for both producers and consumers to engage on the 

platform in the form of “ratings and reviews”, which contributed 

to the persistent value creation dynamic of the platform.  Both the 

inability to engage in off-platform activity and the persistent 

value creation incentive were important success factors for the 

platform.   

 

Word of Mouth marketing was the platforms best customer 

acquisition tool, with 22% of new members originating from this 

channel.  A Refer-a-Friend feature was incorporated in the early 
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days, but it was “clunky” and had too many frictions.  “Bad actors 

also abused this promotional offer and it was suspended.”       

 

b) Exogenous to the Platform 

“Our success is down to having the right product, in the right 

place, at the right time, with the right team”, according to the 

Founder.  A more detailed examination of this statement reveals 

the mechanism by which these elements came together.  Pre-

launch research in 2014 highlighted the dysfunctional nature of 

the online grocery model in the UK and Ireland, where annual 

Turnover was £9 billion but the industry was losing £300m per 

annum and was heavily subsidised by the large retailers.  With a 

background in the Energy industry and network optimisation, the 

Founder understand that the gas and electricity markets all used 

one shared distribution network for each industry.  “Retail had 

not taken this approach and, by using nine distribution networks, 

had misunderstood the nature of the business by thinking like 

‘retailers’ and not network operators.  When you had a rapidly 

expanding market, with compounding annual losses, the free 

markets and network optimisations will not tolerate this in the 

long run.”  BuyMie anticipated this potential for disruption and 

correction in the ecommerce grocery distribution market.  The 

first major correction happened in this market in 2017 when 

Amazon acquired Wholefoods, the bricks and mortar grocery 

chain in the USA, turning the largest marketplace in the world 

into the largest ecommerce grocery chains in the world.  This 

highlighted the need for grocery retailers in the UK and Ireland 

to change their delivery models, which greatly facilitated BuyMie.  

In the words of the founder of BuyMie: “If Amazon is the tsunami 

for grocery retail, then BuyMie is the surftboard.”         
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From developing a Minimum Viable Product to “continually 

iterating the product features and investing disproportionately in 

user experience, through in-person research with end-users, to a 

heavy reliance on data to inform decision-making”, much of the 

success of BuyMie can be put down to an adherence to the 

principles of The Lean Start-up.  While The Lean Start-up does 

not specifically require a small budget in order to adhere to its 

principles, many of the companies that do subscribe to this 

approach do indeed have limited financial resources for 

marketing, operations and IT development.  BuyMie was no 

different and explained much of its success as being down to the 

“clever use of limited funds.”  This was first manifest in its 

decision to retain a team of IT developers in Armenia to build the 

platform, as a much lower cost than it would have been in the UK 

or Ireland.  Further evidence of this was that the CEO personally 

did the first 1800 deliveries himself.  Limited access to growth 

funding meant that BuyMie had to be very lean – for the first 18 

months the company only had €100,000 pre-seed capital 

available.  As a result, the business engaged in no advertising 

during the launch phase and handled its PR and media 

communications itself.        

 

Based on its performance over the first 18 months, BuyMie 

managed to attract Unilever plc as an investor into the company.  

In addition to bringing “strategic advice, guidance and industry 

knowledge, this sent a signal to the investor market that the 

company was having an impact in the industry and other 

investors followed from this.”  This early fundraising success 

enabled the company to concentrate on the fundamental value 

proposition without spending excessive time fundraising and was 

an important contributory factor to the success of the company.    
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Unusually, Unilever did not take a Board position at BuyMie, nor 

did their shares have voting rights, because “it was important for 

BuyMie to be seen as an independent marketplace”.  Following 

this, BuyMie did a strategic partnership with Lidl in September 

2018 and became the first independent e-commerce platform in 

Europe to bring discount retail channel online as a result of this.  

Through this partnership Lidl provides BuyMie with insights into 

pricing, product availability, discounts and product imaging, and 

BuyMie, in turn, provides Lidl customers with access, via the 

BuyMie platform to order goods for delivery in as little as one 

hour.     

 

People assets played a critical role in the success of BuyMie.  

According to the founder “I think we have built a very unique 

blend of skills and experience ranging from traditional grocery 

retail to platform expertise: AirBnB, Google, SalesForce. 

Superquinn, Morrisons.”  Allied to this was the CEO’s 

background in Energy markets, which was “unexpectedly useful”, 

as few people in the retail industry had a “natural understanding 

of network optimisation”, which enabled him to apply the best 

practices from that market to the BuyMie operations.  The two 

founders had worked together previously, and they built an 

‘industry-specific’ leadership team.  The Board included Eamonn 

Quinn, son of the founder of Superquinn, the first grocer to bring 

online shopping to Ireland in 2001; and Scott Weavers-Wright, 

former CEO of Morrisons.com, and who had built and scaled one 

of the largest children’s e-commerce platforms in Europe.     

 

The important contribution of investors, other than simply 

providing growth capital, was also highlighted by the Founder as 
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a success factor.  “With 230 investors on the shareholder register 

across a wide variety of sectors, BuyMie is able to get warm 

introductions to partners, advisors and mentors, many of whom 

added value to the business.”  This network of strategic investors 

has provided the business with a strong competitive advantage.   

 

The founder also highlighted the degree to which each of the 

individual components of the platform come together to create 

value in aggregate that is greater than the value of the individual 

components: “So your biggest defensible aspect for any platform 

is not its technology to a degree.  It’s the network it’s created 

around its platform.  So, we have large corporate brands as 

investors.  We have retailers as partners.  We have our personal 

shoppers.  We have our consumers.  These are all part of our 

network.”   

 

Even allowing for all of the above, the founder believes BuyMie 

“got lucky” with the decision of Amazon to purchase Whole Foods 

in the US.  Prior to this, grocery retailers in the UK did not feel 

vulnerable to disruption or displacement but the move by 

Amazon was a wake-up call for the industry and BuyMie greatly 

benefited from this.  “Investors became interested in BuyMie and 

grocery retailers looking for allies saw BuyMie as a tool to make 

them more competitive,” said the Founder.       

 

Based on the qualitative interview data that was analysed using 

four levels of analysis adapted from Cope (2005), and the 

supplementary information collected from Enterprise Ireland 

and other publicly available material, the following key success 

factors of the BuyMie Multi-Sided Platform were identified: 
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Summary of Success Factors 

1. Built their Own Technology in-house 

2. Obsessive focus on the Core Transaction 

3. Application of the Principles of The Lean Startup 

4. Focused exclusively on the Irish market for validation 

before seeking international expansion opportunities 

5. Recognised the value in the Data 

6. Marginal cost to service each new customer is minimal 

7. Difficulty for users to engage in off-platform activity 

8. Persistent value creation of transactions 

9. People assets 

10. Strategic Investors 

11. Luck / Timing 

 

 

5.2.6 Case F – Glissed 

5.2.6.1 Background to the Platform 

Glissed is an app that connects freelance beauty professionals 

with customers.  It allows customers to schedule an appointment 

with a vetted beauty professional, from a large database of beauty 

professionals, at an agreed time and location, such as at home, in 

the office or at a hotel.   

 

Established in Dublin in mid-2014, the first transaction on the 

app was completed in October 2014.  The two sides of the 

platform are 1) Freelance and mobile beauty professionals willing 

to provide their services on demand at various locations; and 2) 

Customers, typically female, seeking personalised beauty 

services, such as hairdressing, make up and nail treatment at 

locations of their choice.  The Core Transaction is the 

arrangement or the facilitation of these appointments.  The 
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revenue model is twofold.  Beauty professionals pay a monthly 

subscription of €25 for a profile on the platform and Glissed also 

charges a commission of 15% of the value of every transaction.  

The customer (i.e. Side 2) pays nothing.   

 

Glissed has raised €120,000 from investors, including €50,000 

from Enterprise Ireland through its Competitive Start Fund and 

€20,000 from the National Digital Research Centre (NDRC).  

Louise Dunne is the Co-Founder and CEO of Glissed and agreed 

to participate in this research.  She had 15 years’ experience in the 

beauty industry prior to establishing this business and is a first-

time entrepreneur.       

 

5.2.6.2 Platform Characteristics 

The Glissed app is unique in the Irish market as it is the only 

service that directly connects freelance beauty professionals with 

clients.  Beauticians create their own profile on the app, 

highlighting their own experience and expertise in particular 

services.  This directory allows the customers to peruse the range 

of beauty professionals and select their preferred service 

provider.  It also contains a unique feature that allowed 

beauticians to maintain a digital diary of appointments, where 

previously everything needed to be recorded on paper.  End users 

were therefore able to see what days and times were on offer by 

each service provider.  All producers, beauticians in the case of 

Glissed, needed to be vetted and approved by the app operators 

before their profile went live.  This required a facility to upload 

certain identification and reference documents to the app.  Pre-

launch testing of User needs also highlighted the importance of 

sending a reminder SMS text message to both parties 24 hours 

before the scheduled appointment and this feature was also built 
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into the app.  After each completed appointment, both producers 

and consumers were able to leave a rating and review of each 

other.    

 

A robust database was also developed in the back end of the 

Glissed app.  This allowed to company to store important user 

information, including name, age, address, telephone number, 

email address, type of book made, frequency of booking and 

average/total spend.  From this, the company is able to segment 

the database and offer promotional discounts to consumers at 

various stages in the marketing funnel – frequent user, irregular 

user, once-off user and registered members who have never used 

the service.  Loyalty rewards are also provided to stimulate more 

activity.   

 

No ‘off-the-shelf’ IT solution that offered all of these features was 

available pre-launch, which forced Glissed to build their own in-

house technology.  A number of Dublin-based freelance coders 

were retained to do this work at relatively low cost.  By employing 

its own IT developers, Glissed was able to incorporate bespoke 

features into the app, such as the ability to handle Group books 

for weddings or private parties.  Importantly, features are also 

included that make it difficult for platform users to interact 

directly, away from the platform, having first connected on the 

platform.  For example, the Terms of Use stipulate that any 

beauty professional found to have engaged in off-platform 

behaviour would be removed from the app, thereby losing out on 

future value-creating exchanges with other customers.        
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5.2.6.3 Success Factors 

a) Endogenous to the Platform 

The nature of transactions on the Glissed app is of relatively low 

value and relatively high frequency.  “Our end users, therefore, do 

not invest a lot of time in a search for service providers or 

information pertaining to their quality or reliability – they just 

want to get in and get out as quick as possible”, stated the 

Founder.  To address this, the Glissed app was required to have 

Consumption Filters that provided instant, relevant and accurate 

results.  Consumers are able to search for mobile beauty 

professionals according to service offered (hair, nails, make-up), 

availability on a specific date, location, rating and price.  This 

process, notably the discovery element, facilitated by Filters, is “a 

vast improvement on the way in which women (predominantly) 

used to traditionally select and make appointments with their 

beauty service provider, either online or offline”, stated the 

Founder, and is an important factor in the success of Glissed.   

 

Platforms use data to match value units with filters.  Because the 

founders had a 15-year track record in the beauty industry, they 

were “in the fortunate position of being able to launch the 

platform with a large number of freelance beauticians and 

consumers that we had known previously”, said the Founder.  

This ensured that transactions were “executed on day one”, which 

gave the platform immediate access to valuable data, which, in 

turn, improved the quality of subsequent interactions.  “These 

early adopters rated the service very highly, which led them to 

recommending the service to their family, friends and other social 

media contacts”, stated the Founder, causing network effects to 

set in.  High quality data was the source of this and was another 

important success factor for Glissed.   
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While the immediate execution of transactions on the platform 

was welcomed by the founders, of greater importance in terms of 

long-term value creation was the introduction of a mechanism for 

persistent value creation.  In the case of Glissed, this was achieved 

by the Ratings and Reviews that are published by both sides of 

the transaction in its immediate aftermath.  “Beauticians did all 

the hard work for us with this by requesting their customer to 

leave a review for them after each appointment, which was a real 

boost to the website”, said the Founder.  Feedback of this long-

term nature not only acts as a barrier to entry for rivals, but also 

allows the platform to continue iterating until an optimal level of 

service is provided.  Persistent value creation is a key factor in the 

success of Glissed.   

 

Avoiding revenue ‘slippage’, whereby platform participants 

engage directly with each other, having first met on the platform, 

is another important success factor for Glissed.  “The last thing 

we wanted was clients going directly to the service providers after 

we had introduced them in the first place, so we used both a carrot 

and a stick approach to deal with this”, stated the Founder.  By 

charging consumers nothing to make a booking on the platform 

it gave them “no incentive not to use the platform.”  On the 

producer side, beauticians did not want to risk losing bookings 

from other consumers if they were “blacklisted from the app.”  

The use of the Digital Diary was a clever mechanism that 

prevented off-platform activity.      

 

The marginal cost of servicing each new user on Glissed is 

minimal, as the platform simply facilitates connectivity.  Once 

that has been achieved, it is the responsibility of both producer 
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and consumer to ensure that the transaction is completed.  This 

allowed Glissed to focus on growing the database of platform 

participants on both sides.      

 

An app which has relationships with over 10,000 customers could 

generate income from other sources apart from its Core 

Transaction.  Content delivery or cross-selling of complementary 

products, such as fashion items, are obvious sources of additional 

revenue.  Glissed has shunned all of these and instead has focused 

exclusively on the Core Transaction.  No attempt has been made 

to generate revenue from edge transactions, and this single-

minded focus has also contributed to the success of the app.  “We 

didn’t want any distractions – we know what value we are adding 

and we don’t need to offer anything else or allow anything to 

prevent a transaction happening.  We don’t want to be all things 

to all men, or women.” 

 

The speed at which the Glissed app gained traction in the Irish 

market and the prohibitive costs for new entrants of building a 

competing app discouraged potential competitors from entering 

this market.  “Word spread very quickly amongst beauticians and 

we got some very favourable media coverage, so essentially we 

became the ‘go-to’ place for direct bookings in the beauty 

industry”, said the Founder.  Additionally, beauty professionals 

typically lack the technical expertise that would be necessary to 

build a digital platform, unlike platform entrepreneurs from 

other industries, which offered a different type of barrier to entry 

that benefitted Glissed.  This lack of competition meant that 

Glissed wasn’t required to overcome the challenges associated 

with multi-homing.   
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b) Exogeneous to the Platform 

The Glissed app made it easier for freelance beauty professionals, 

on the one side, to formalise their offering.  On the second side of 

the platform, it made it easier for customers to make a booking 

with a beautician.  The app solved problems for both sides of the 

market and was the first marketplace for the beauty industry in 

Ireland.  “When we launched, we had a clear run because no-one 

else in Ireland was offering this – we didn’t have to worry about 

any competition.”  This ‘first mover’ position greatly contributed 

to the success of Grid.   

 

The founders of Glissed had 15 years’ experience working in the 

beauty industry in Ireland prior to launching the app, from which 

they had an extensive network of both beauticians and consumers 

of beauty products.  It was this network of personal connections 

that enabled Glissed to launch quickly and at scale, therein 

solving the chicken and egg problem.  “We had a database of 

service providers and users even before we built the app.  All we 

had to do was tell them about it when we launched and they 

immediately saw the benefits”, said the Founder.  A critical mass 

of over 60 freelance beauticians were registered on the platform 

even before it went live and each of these introduced end users of 

their own, who, in turn, recommended the service to their own 

friends and contacts.  Network effects set in at an early stage 

through viral word of mouth marketing, but it was also ignited by 

the initial set of personal contacts the founders had from their 

time in the industry.  The Glissed launch strategy could best be 

described as the ‘Personal Network’ strategy, closely resembling 

that adopted by Grid Finance in the first case presented in this 

research.      
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In spite of the previous relations that the founders had with 

service providers in the beauty industry, it was imperative for the 

app to be seen to be independent when it came to presenting 

search results in a particular location.  While certain providers 

did eventually secure superior positioning in the search results, 

this was a function of their ratings scores and also the extent to 

which they made themselves available for bookings.  “There is 

obvious rivalry amongst our service providers, so we couldn’t be 

seen to be offering anyone preferential treatment or form a 

partnership with anyone, even if that brought in new users – we 

had to be seen to be completely unbiased”, said the Founder.  The 

perception of independence was an important success factor.   

 

Glissed has ambitions to become a global operator in the beauty 

industry.  However, the focus of attention during the launch 

phase was exclusively on the Irish market.  “Why would we risk 

going outside of a market we knew well, when we were starting 

off, when we had more than enough business on our own 

doorstep?”, asked the Founder.  This has enabled the company to 

stress-test the technology and also to perfect the customer 

experience and incorporate only those design features that 

optimise the number of transactions on the app.  An important 

strategic consideration for Glissed, however, is that, given the 

‘local’ nature of the relationships between the beautician and the 

client, it will, to a large extent, be starting from scratch when it 

enters a new territory – app users in Dublin will not be interested 

in engaging with app users in Manchester, for example.  This is a 

challenge the founders will need to overcome.   

 

With very limited funds in place during the launch phase, the 

company did not have the luxury of investing heavily in ‘above the 
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line’ marketing initiatives and instead focused on more labour 

intensive activities such as attending conferences and trade 

shows and networking with attendees.  “We were out every night 

of the week at different events, mixing with potential clients.  We 

learnt something new at all of these and picked up lots of new 

users in the process,” said the Founder.  The promoters also 

networked extensively at Enterprise Ireland entrepreneur events 

and were also heavily involved in the Female Founders forum.  

Learnings from engaging in these types of events complemented 

the lessons they learnt on the ‘Start Local’ Incubator programme 

and the NDRC Accelerator programme, all of which contributed 

to the success of the business.     

 

Adherence to the principles of The Lean Start-up played a key role 

in the success of Glissed during the launch phase.  The founders 

spent a considerable amount of time with end users of the service 

immediately after building the Minimum Viable Product.  In fact, 

the MVP wasn’t strictly an app – it was simply a mobile optimised 

website, but it enabled the founders to solicit the feedback they 

required to perfect the product.  “When we look back at our first 

product and compare it to what we have now, there is a world of 

a difference.  All the initial product really proved was that there 

was a demand for what we were providing, but we’ve gone 

through several different ways of providing it”, state the Founder.  

This resulted in a very user-friendly interface and ensured 

customers were able to search for service providers and make a 

booking in as few clicks as possible.    

 

The founders also highlighted another key success factor not 

previously discussed in the literature on two-sided platforms, 

namely the ability to accurately assess the level of demand on 
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both sides of the platform and set the price accordingly.  Getting 

the pricing balance right is a critical decision for platform 

founders and very often it takes a number of attempts to achieve 

optimal pricing.  Glissed set their prices at the outset and had no 

cause to change these during the early years.  “We knew exactly 

what price points would appeal to our users and how much would 

turn them off.”  Domain expertise of the founders played a key 

role in this and it was highlighted as a key success factor for the 

platform.   

 

Based on the qualitative interview data that was analysed using 

four levels of analysis adapted from Cope (2005), and the 

supplementary information collected from Enterprise Ireland 

and other publicly available material, the following key success 

factors of the Glissed Multi-Sided Platform were identified: 

 

Summary of Success Factors 

1. First mover 

2. Built own technology 

3. Focus on the Core Transaction 

4. Focused exclusively on the Irish market 

5. Importance of data 

6. Launched using the Personal Network strategy 

7. Consumption Filters and Persistent Value Creation 

8. Ability to forecast demand and price accordingly 

9. Perception of Independence 

10. Adherence to Lean Start-up principles  

 

 

 



165 
 

5.2.7 Case G – Campsited 

5.2.7.1 Background 

Campsited is a two-sided online marketplace that helps people 

book camping holidays and gives park owners integrated 

technology solutions for marketing and running their campsites 

more efficiently. 

 

Established in Dublin in September 2013, Campsited completed 

its first transaction on the platform in May 2016.  The two sides 

of the platform are 1) Campsite owners who have space available 

to rent at their parks; and 2) Tourists looking to book space at 

campsites.  The Core Transaction is the arrangement or 

facilitation of these bookings.  The revenue model is the 10% 

booking fee that is charged to the campsite, based on the cost of 

the booking.  The tourist (i.e. Side 2) pays nothing.         

 

The company has raised €324,000 from external investors, plus 

€150,000 from Enterprise Ireland through its High Potential 

Start-Up (HPSU) programme.  Finan O’Donoghue is the CEO and 

Founder of Campsited and he has a National Certificate in 

Electronics from the Regional Technical College in Tralee.  He is 

a first-time founder and agreed to participate in this research.   

 

5.2.7.2 Platform Characteristics 

The Campsited platform is the first of its kind at a global level.  

While its initial focus was exclusively on the Irish market, the 

positive response to the service in Ireland encouraged the 

founders to extend the offering to international markets, notably 

the UK and French territories.   
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Following extensive research into how campsites charged for 

access to their sites, a major challenge faced by the platform in 

the early days was how to present pricing to end users in a 

manner that facilitated comparison between campsites, as some 

sites charged per user, other sites charged per night and others 

offered discounted rates for longer stays.  The other major 

challenge that had to be overcome was negating the risks of 

‘double booking’ for campsites, whereby the same space could be 

booked on the campsites’ own website as well as the Campsited 

website.  To overcome these challenges, Campsited designed and 

developed a solution that replicated the Airbnb ‘Request to Book’ 

facility that allowed any campsite to implement their own pricing 

model and overcame the problem of the same space being booked 

twice.   

 

The search facility offered four levels from the beginning – 

Country, County, Town and Campsite.  A unique feature at the 

‘town’ level displayed campsites within a 15 -mile radius of the 

town, so that if a user searched by ‘town’, they were also shown 

results in that area, albeit not specifically in that town.  To 

demonstrate the absence of bias in Search results and highlight 

the independence of the platform, campsites were listed in 

alphabetical order in the early stages.  As data from search results 

emerged over time, it became possible to optimise the results so 

that those most likely to lead to a booking were first presented.  

The responsiveness rate of campsites to queries and bookings was 

an important feature of the algorithm which led to a better user 

experience for platform visitors.   

 

Ratings and Reviews were incorporated in the design of the 

platform from the outset.        
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5.2.7.3 Success Factors 

a) Endogenous to the Platform 

Prior to launching, Campsited had to make a choice about 

whether to build their own proprietary platform or to purchase 

one of the many readily available white label platforms on the 

market that could have allowed them to offer the proposed 

service.  A team of low-cost programmers was identified in 

Ukraine and agreement was reached to retain them.  The decision 

to develop their own platform was prescient and was an 

important contributory factor to the success of the platform in a 

number of ways.  Firstly, “the interface was designed in such a 

way that there were low barriers to adoption for campsites, as all 

they had to do was upload their profile, without even having to 

display availability” stated the Founder.  In addition to this, “the 

pricing engine was designed to render the campsite’s own pricing 

and display it to end users, which was vastly superior to 

competitors who operated a wholesale model in which they 

booked space in bulk and then added on a margin.”  Having 

carried out extensive research into the prices charged by other 

campsite aggregators, Campsited entered the market with a price 

point just below its competitors.  This price point has never 

changed and demonstrates the ability of the Founders of 

Campsited to forecast the optimal pricing model in advance.    

 

Secondly, having ownership of their own technology enabled 

Campsited to more easily integrate third party service providers 

who enhanced the overall offering to campers.  “Examples of this 

included a partnership with Trip Admit, a ‘Tour & Activity’ service 

provider with over 250,000 offers in the vicinity of the campsites 

on the site, and a Car Rentals service provided by Car Trawler, the 
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global travel tech business.  Campsited was the first camping 

marketplace to globally to integrate these services into their 

platform via a ‘doormat’ on their home page”, stated the Founder.   

 

The Founder of Campsited had previously worked with a User 

Experience Design Agency and this resulted in a focus on user 

experience when it came to customising the platform in response 

to the needs of users.  A good example of the significance of this, 

also important in the early stages of Airbnb, was the value of high-

quality photos when it came to bookings.  This emerged from the 

data on user behaviour patterns, where close attention was paid 

to three key metrics: 

1. Ratio of viewed campsites to completed bookings 

2. Ratio of viewed campsites to ‘start of booking’ page visits 

3. Ratio of viewed campsites to no further action being taken 

 

As the volume of data increased, Campsited was able to display 

search results according to campsites that were most likely to 

secure bookings, while still retaining its status as an independent 

operator.  “It was important that we were seen as independent, 

especially when it came to the way in which the listings were 

presented.”  The other important data points that proved critical 

to the success of the platform were obtained from the Ratings and 

Reviews that end-users left of campsites at the end of their 

holiday.  In a style similar to that offered by Trip Advisor, the 

Campsites were reviewed according to key criteria, such as the 

breadth and quality of the facilities, value for money and 

proximity to sightseeing attractions.  “Each of these fed into an 

algorithm that produced a score for each campsite.  Prior to 

acquiring this data, the app simply displayed campsite results in 

alphabetical order in each location, which didn’t optimise the 
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experience for the person making the search”, said the Founder.  

Therefore, Consumption Filters played a limited role in the 

success of the platform in the first few months after launch, but 

played an increasingly important role as the volume of data, on 

which optimal results could be presented, was obtained.   

 

Campsited offered a number of incentives on both sides of the 

platform during the launch phase.  “Campsites were offered free 

listings and reduced commission rates for a specific period.  

Tourists were offered coupon codes to register on the site and 

make a booking.  In neither case did the incentives have a 

material impact on activity and the offers were removed from the 

site.  Focus returned to maximising the customer experience on 

the app and ensuring ease of use”, said the Founder.   

 

The dynamic of the transactions on the platform, specifically in 

relation to the frequency with which bookings are made, meant 

that there was very little risk of platform slippage from Off-

platform transactions.  “Technically, it was possible for users to 

book space at a campsite directly with the campsite, but end-

users paid no commission and hence had no incentive to book 

direct.  Additionally, the average user only booked one camping 

holiday per annum and hence there was limited scope to form a 

long-term relationship with a particular campsite.”  There was, 

however, an incentive for campsites on the platform to build their 

reputation, as this typically resulted in higher numbers of 

bookings.  Campsited achieved this Persistent Value Creation 

mechanism through its ratings and reviews offering in which 

campers evaluated their experiences after each holiday.  “The 

Ratings and Reviews section was the best driver of business for 

us and our website analytics showed us how often visitors viewed 



170 
 

these pages and the amount of time they spent on them.”  

Attempts to create a community of campers within the site, in the 

form of a discussion board, in which they would exchange ideas, 

tips and experiences with each other proved unsuccessful and this 

was abandoned within the first 12 months of launch.  This 

highlighted the importance of complete focus on the Core 

Transaction and platform design and online customer journey 

which optimised this.  “I regretted introducing any features onto 

the platform that distracted from the pure booking of a stay at a 

campsite.”         

 

Campsited launched the platform using the Single Side Strategy, 

which in this case was the producer side – the campsites.  

Research by the founder suggested that end users would only 

register on the site if there was an inventory of campsite space on 

offer, whereas campsites had a better understanding of the 

intended value proposition.  For Campsited, “this necessitated 

visiting campsites throughout Ireland for almost two years before 

the platform went live” said the Founder.  In spite of the fact that 

the site was offering a free trial period to enable campsites to test 

the service at no cost, “there was surprising resistance from 

campsites to join the platform.”  The founder cited ‘fear of the 

unknown’ as a possible explanatory factor, but the absence of 

end-users on the other side, and the potential for “a long lead 

time” before any would emerge was also a contributory factor.  

This strategy proved to be a success as the end-user side was 

considerably easier to attract.  The founder highlighted his lack of 

experience in the sector, and more importantly, “his lack of 

contacts amongst campsite owners”, as major reasons for the 

slow start to the business and believes having a personal network 
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of campsite owners prior to launching would greatly have 

accelerated the rate of growth of the business in the early days.      

 

b) Exogeneous to the Platform 

Campsited closely followed the core tenets of The Lean Startup 

approach.  Prior to launch the founder had taken the Steve Blank 

course on Udacity.  Blank is recognised for developing the 

customer development method that launched the lean startup 

movement, a methodology which recognised that startups are not 

smaller versions of large companies but require their own set of 

processes and tools to be successful.  In the first instance, 

Campsited carried out qualitative and quantitative research on 

end users after building the first Minimum Viable Product, which 

was especially important as the founder had no experience or 

expertise in the industry, other than as a campsite user.  “The 

platform went through a series of iterations during the launch 

phase, based on feedback received from campsites and end-

users” stated the Founder.  In-keeping with the budgetary 

constraints imposed by the Lean Start-up methodology, the 

founder highlighted the supportive family structure he had, 

which enabled him to take no salary for the first eighteen months, 

as his wife was earning a good income.   

 

Although the Campsited value proposition has global potential, 

confirmed by the success achieved by the platform in the UK and 

France latterly, the founder decided to focus exclusively on the 

Irish market during the launch phase.  “There are just over 100 

campsites in Ireland and this was a sufficient number to stress-

test the technology and, more importantly, determine the level of 

interest in the service.”  Lessons learnt during this launch phase 
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proved to be a critical success factor when the service was 

extended into overseas markets.    

 

Campsited credited the ease with which it was able to secure early 

stage funding as one of its most important success factors.  The 

founder stated that he “got extremely lucky” as he managed to 

secure investment on favourable terms with only the second 

investor he pitched the idea to.  More than anything he believes 

that the time saved by the fortuitous outcome enabled him “to 

focus his attention on the design of the platform and the support 

of a sufficient number of campsites to launch the platform.”   

Enterprise Ireland also played an important role in the success of 

the platform as it co-invested with other early stage investors and 

this accelerated the growth rate.  In addition to providing funding 

and validation for Campsited, Enterprise Ireland has also been of 

great assistance to the company through its network of overseas 

offices who have facilitated introductions for the company that 

would not have been possible to otherwise secure.  “We couldn’t 

have succeeded without Enterprise Ireland”, stated the Founder.   

 

Based on the qualitative interview data that was analysed using 

four levels of analysis adapted from Cope (2005), and the 

supplementary information collected from Enterprise Ireland 

and other publicly available material, the following key success 

factors of the Campsited Multi-Sided Platform were identified: 

 

Summary of Success Factors 

1. First mover 

2. Built and own the technology 

3. Focus on Ireland only first 

4. Importance of Independence 
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5. Importance of data 

6. Followed the principles of The Lean Startup 

7. Ability to forecast the optimal Pricing model 

8. Supportive family ‘safety net’ in the event of failure 

9. Early stage investment 

10. Enterprise Ireland 

 

 

5.2.8 Case H – Sproose 

5.2.8.1 Background 

Sproose is an online ‘convenient services’ portal.  The company 

offers a range of time-saving services, including dry cleaning, 

laundry, ironing, bike repairs, shoe repairs and home cleaning.  

The services are delivered by high quality trusted local service 

providers. 

 

Established in Dublin in early 2015, Sproose completed its first 

transaction on the platform in November 2015.  The two sides of 

the platform are 1) Convenience Service Providers and 2) 

Individuals, typically busy professionals, looking to avail of pick-

up and delivery services.  The Core Transaction is the 

arrangement or facilitation of these transactions.  The revenue 

model is the 15% booking fee that is charged to the service 

provider, based on the value of the transaction.  The end user (i.e. 

Side 2) pays nothing.         

 

The company has raised €200,000 from investors, including 

€75,000 from Enterprise Ireland through its New Frontiers and 

Competitive Start Fund (CSF) Programmes.  The company was 

founded by CEO Conor Wilson, who has a master’s degree in 
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business studies from UCD.  He is a first-time entrepreneur and 

agreed to participate in this research.    

 

5.2.8.2 Platform Characteristics 

Sproose started off as a platform that connected Dry Cleaners 

throughout Ireland with private individuals who wished to have 

their laundry collected from home and delivered back to their 

homes within two days.  It achieved moderate success with this 

approach but found that the Cost per Acquisition of the end users, 

together with high attrition rates, made the business model 

unviable.  A customer feedback meeting with the HR manager of 

a large US tech firm in Dublin prompted Sproose to change their 

customer acquisition strategy and reconfigure their platform into 

one which allowed large corporate firms to offer the Dry Cleaning 

service to its own employees under its own brand.  This effectively 

turned Sproose into a 3-sided platform, with corporate firms 

joining the service providers and the end users as a side to the 

platform.  It also completely transformed the customer 

acquisition strategy and the associated Cost per Acquisition, as 

the corporate firms promoted the services to their own employees 

as workplace benefits.  The attrition rate of users also reduced 

considerably.  The rapid increase in the number of end users from 

this new strategy was the catalyst for Sproose to expand its service 

offering beyond Dry Cleaning into other areas such as bike 

repairs, shoe repairs and home cleaning.   

 

The platform has been built to accommodate increasing volumes 

of activity, but some key elements, including the onboarding of 

service providers, are still handled manually.  This has not acted 

as a brake on transaction activity as new service providers are 

added at a rate of less than one per week.  The underlying 
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technology, AngularJS, on which Sproose operates, is used by 

AirBnb also, and is highly scalable for the transaction between the 

customer and the service provider.  That process is now seamless 

and requires no intervention by Sproose.  While data collection 

and analysis were not prioritised during the first iteration of the 

platform, a new database analysis system was introduced towards 

the end of the first year as new services were introduced, and this 

is now driving business decisions, particularly in relation to 

customer segmentation and email marketing.  Specific 

promotional offers can now be made to customers at each stage 

of the funnel, notably those that have used the service but have 

become dormant.   

 

End users are free to select from a range of service providers for 

each vertical and Sproose has to preserve its independence in 

order to continue to attract new service providers.  However, the 

lowest priced providers in each category are presented first to end 

users.     

 

5.2.8.3 Success Factors 

a) Endogenous to the Platform 

Prior to launching, Sproose had to make a choice about whether 

to build their own proprietary platform or to purchase an off-the-

shelf system that would have allowed them to offer the proposed 

service.  Having pivoted from a two-sided platform that solely 

connected Laundrette’s into a three-sided platform that brought 

large corporates into the ecosystem, Sproose was required to 

customise its platform to enable employers to offer the service 

according to employee preferences.  “This required considerable 

bespoke development work and highlighted the importance of the 

decision to build and own our own technology” stated the 
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Founder.  This was an important contributory factor to the 

success of the platform.   

 

Instant Customer Support was cited by the Founder as the most 

important platform feature that contributed to success: “Our data 

analysis showed that 40% of our customers were having a quick 

chat with us before they went on to buy.”   

The second most important factor was that they were able to 

tailor the platform specifically to suit the needs of corporate 

companies.  “Being able to customise the platform for corporates 

at a site level was a key success driver”, according to the Founder.  

By developing the platform side-by-side with the major 

employers who offered the Sproose services to their employees 

under the employers own brand, Sproose acquired a vast 

database of new users without having to do any marketing of their 

own.  The major employers pushed the services to their own staff 

via email, which was a very low-cost, or even free, customer 

acquisition tool for Sproose.   

 

“The Sproose brand was deliberately designed to be neutral, both 

in terms of the name itself and the positioning, allowed us to offer 

a range of services, rather than being seen as a single service 

provider”, said the Founder.  In turn, this independence allowed 

the company to leverage its proprietary technology in different 

verticals, which was also appealing to potential investors.  “This 

neutral brand enabled the large corporates to push the various 

services out to their own employees under the own logo, which 

made them feel like it was their own private platform.  By offering 

these services to their own employees as company benefits, this 

email marketing became the ultimate driver of new clients for us”, 

said the Founder.     
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In terms of specific platform features two, in particular, stood out 

as critical success factors for Sproose.  Firstly, because of “variety 

of services on offer, the different price points of each provider, the 

different incentives offered by each one and the different location 

of the providers and end users”, it was essential that the platform 

had highly accurate Consumption Filters to ensure that only the 

most relevant results were presented to site visitors.  Building a 

plug-and-play model that orchestrates an external ecosystem, 

like the one designed by Sproose for the corporates operating on 

it, required careful design considerations.  The filters on the 

Sproose platform were “based on active intent, in the form of a 

Search query, and were supported by high quality data from the 

corporates, ensuring results were optimised”.  Secondly, Sproose 

developed a set of platform features that “allowed corporates to 

offer their own target audience and current user-base a variety of 

promotional Incentives to optimise the amount of activity on the 

platform”.  These took the form of ‘discounts on the second 

order’, ‘€10 discount for introducing a friend’ and ‘free laundry 

bags for orders over €30’.  By enabling every producer (i.e. the 

service provider) to offer their own type of promotional offer, at 

the firm level, it ensured that the incentives were designed by 

those that had the best knowledge of the userbase.  These 

Consumption Filters and Incentives played critical roles in the 

success of the platform during the launch phase.  Two other, but 

less important, features of the platform that contributed to its 

success were the ability of users to engage in off-platform 

opportunities and the persistent value they were creating on the 

platform.  In the case of off-platform opportunities, in which 

platform participants have the ability to interact directly (off the 

platform, having met initially on the platform) “the key 
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relationships on the platform between employers and employees 

ensure that end-users have no incentive to engage directly with a 

service provider, but instead transact through the platform”, 

stated the Founder.  For this reason, it is likely there is very little 

slippage on the platform.  Users of the Sproose platform earned 

loyalty bonus points for regular and long-term usage of the 

services on offer.  While this ‘Persistent Value Creation’ did help 

in the early stage growth of the platform, it was, to a large extent, 

outside of the control of the platform operators and was 

implemented by the corporates who offered the services to their 

employees.   

 

The marginal cost of servicing each new user on Sproose is 

minimal, as the platform simply facilitates connectivity.  Once 

that has been achieved, it is the responsibility of both producer 

and consumer to ensure that the transaction is completed.  This 

allowed Sprose to focus on growing the database of platform 

participants, particularly on the supplier side, as these corporates 

are the main driver of new users on the consumer side.   

 

b) Exogeneous to the Platform 

Sproose closely followed the core tenets of The Lean Startup 

approach, a methodology which recognised that startups are not 

smaller versions of large companies but require their own set of 

processes and tools to be successful.  In the first instance, the 

Founder stated that “we carried out qualitative and quantitative 

research on end users after building the first Minimum Viable 

Product.”  A premium service was initially offered, which had 

expensive transaction costs, “but it quickly became apparent the 

market wasn’t willing to pay this.”  According to the Founder, the 

company philosophy changed to “can we get this to work, as 
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opposed to, can we make money from it?”.  On several occasions 

during its first two years in business, the company experienced 

severe cash flow problems.  The Founder cites two factors as 

being responsible for the company emerging successfully from 

these difficulties.  Firstly, the grit, determination and tenacity of 

the Founders and senior management was epitomised in their 

“no surrender mentality”.  Secondly, they had one particular 

investor who adopted a “do whatever it takes” approach to ensure 

the business was not allowed to perish.  As investors, Enterprise 

Ireland helped, but according to the Founder: “Their money isn’t 

backed up by much.”    

 

Timing and the macro economy have also been important success 

factors for the Sproose platform.  “We first launched with just a 

Dry-Cleaning service and revenues in Dry Cleaning are heavily 

affected by the strength or weakness of the overall economy” 

stated the Founder.  “We were lucky that the macro economy has 

been buoyant throughout the history of Sproose.”  A positive 

outcome of this for Sproose is that corporates, following the 

leadership of Google, “are spending a lot of money on improving 

the employee experience by addressing their needs.”  At a micro 

level, timing and luck played another important role in the 

success of the business as the main investor, now Chairman, of 

the company had worked with the Founder previously and came 

onboard at a critical time in the company’s evolution.  According 

to the Founder, “this investor brought a wealth of experience, 

expertise and network of contacts, in addition to the vital 

investment he committed to the company.”   

 

Sproose launched using the Piggyback strategy as the platform 

connected to an existing user base from a different platform.  In 
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the case of Sproose, it connected to “the user bases of a wide 

variety of other service providers, all achieved as a result of the 

way in which the proprietary technology was developed.”  This 

strategy has been a critical success factor for the company, 

predominantly because it has been able to acquire a substantial 

database of loyal users at an extremely low cost.   

 

Finally, the Founder highlighted that, due to favourable family 

circumstances, he had the “luxury of being able to take the risks 

associated with establishing a start-up without the fear of losing 

everything.”  He can fall back on his parents, in a worst-case 

scenario, and was able to borrow from his mother during the early 

stages of the business when the company was short of funds.  He 

also stated that “he had his academic qualifications to fall back 

on, particularly in a buoyant jobs market, if he ever had to return 

to a role as a paid employee.”   

 

Based on the qualitative interview data that was analysed using 

four levels of analysis adapted from Cope (2005), and the 

supplementary information collected from Enterprise Ireland 

and other publicly available material, the following key success 

factors of the Sproose Multi-Sided Platform were identified: 

 

Summary of Success Factors 

1. Own technology 

2. Focus on Ireland only first 

3. Importance of data 

4. Lean Startup 

5. Piggyback Launch Strategy 

6. Importance of Independence 

7. Favourable Macro Economy 
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8. Safety Net of Family Circumstances 

 

 

5.2.9 Case I – Wellola 

5.2.9.1 Background 

Wellola is a digital health software company.  Its platform 

connects Clinicians with patients.  The company gives clinicians 

the tools to optimise how they securely care for patients remotely.  

The platform offers a full suite of services, from online 

reservations to video consultation to secure messaging and digital 

letters.  The company’s mission is to ensure that only the sickest 

of the sick are hospitalised.   

 

Established in Dublin in September 2016, Wellola completed its 

first transaction on the platform in October 2018.  The two sides 

of the platform are 1) Clinicians and 2) Patients.  The Core 

Transaction is the arrangement or facilitation of medical 

appointments between Clinicians and Patients, both online and 

in person.  The company operates a SAAS revenue model in which 

the Clinician pays a monthly fee of €29 (or £29) per month.  The 

patient (i.e. Side 2) pays nothing to Wellola, but pays the Clinician 

the standard fee for the appointment.         

 

The company has raised €260,000 from investors, including 

€50,000 from Enterprise Ireland through it Competitive Start 

Fund (CSF) Programme.  The company was co-founded by CEO 

Sonia Neary, who had previously been a Physiotherapist for 9 

years and Dr Greg Martin, a medical doctor.  Both were first-time 

entrepreneurs and Sonia Neary agreed to participate in this 

research.    
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5.2.9.2 Platform Characteristics 

The Wellola platform offers a full suite of services, from online 

reservations to video consultation to secure messaging and digital 

letters.  It also allows patients to complete assessments remotely.  

It handles all communication online.  It has proprietary video 

consultation software with health-grade security, hosted and 

encrypted in a way that optimises security and scalability. 

 

Clinicians create an account on the SAAS platform and then use 

the Wellola tools on their own websites using a line of code which 

they put on their hospital site or on their Department site and 

patients can then access their portal on the Clinicians website.  A 

patient can go onto the hospital site and see their Appointments, 

Records and Lab Reports.  The patient doesn’t see the Wellola 

brand – they see the hospital or the clinic brand and then equally 

there is a Patient App which enables patients to engage directly 

with the Clinicians.   

 

Wellola differentiates itself from global competitors, such as Web 

Doctor, Video Doctor or Teledoc, who only facilitate the online 

call between Clinician and patient, by offering the ability to book 

appointments online and in-person from the one system.  This 

characteristic of the platform ensures that Clinicians don’t need 

to have different scheduling systems for in-person and for video 

calls - the Wellola platform offers the flexibility to book and 

manage both in the one place.  The ability to make secure online 

payments using Stripe is also a platform characteristic that 

appealed to users on each side.  This ensured that the entire 

process of booking the appointment, hosting the video call and 

collecting payment for the appointment could all be completed in 

a seamless, end-to-end process online.   
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According to the Founder: “The patient/clinician relationship has 

a strong impact on mortality rate.  It’s really important the patient 

identifies and engages with the clinician that knows you best.”  

Wellola assists with this by ensuring Clinicians always have up-

to-date and accurate patient health records to hand at all times.   

 

For busy hospital departments, Wellola has also developed triage 

functionality, in which patients are seen by Clinicians based on 

which ones have the most serious ailments or conditions.  The 

platform can decide the order of treatment of a large number of 

patients or casualties.   

 

5.2.9.3 Success Factors 

a) Endogenous to the Platform 

Wellola took a very agile approach to the development of the 

platform but insisted from the outset on having full ownership of 

the technology.  It began with an outsourced team that built the 

base-code but very quickly retained a CTO and brought the 

development in-house.  “The first iteration of the product looked 

nothing like the current product, and the enhancements were all 

based on feedback received from early adopters”, said the 

Founder, who added “we kept going back to the users and 

iterating based on their feedback.”  According to the Founder: 

“Too many people make the mistake of thinking ‘If we build it, 

they will come’, but that doesn’t work.  It’s important to get 

negative feedback early on.”   

 

Prior to launching, Wellola had to make a choice about whether 

to build their own proprietary platform or to purchase one of the 

many readily available white label platforms on the market that 
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could have allowed them to offer the proposed service.  “It quickly 

became apparent to us that unless we wanted to become a ‘Me 

Too’, it would be essential to customise the platform to enable 

Clinicians to offer the service that would best fit their own needs 

and those of the patients.”  This required considerable bespoke 

development work and highlighted the importance of the 

decision to build and own their own technology.  This was an 

important contributory factor to the success of the platform.   

 

Secondly, the interface was designed in such a way that there 

were low barriers to adoption for Clinicians, as all they had to do 

was apply a line of code to their own website to be able to access 

the Wellola platform.  Wellola avoided getting into Technical 

Debt – something which results when development teams take 

actions to expedite the delivery of a piece of functionality or a 

project which later needs to be refactored – “by designing the 

platform in a modular manner, such that each new feature did 

not impact negatively on existing features and could be deployed 

in such a way that the platform scales seamlessly.”  The Founder 

highlighted that “you can spend a lot of time developing a feature 

that your customers never use”, so there was a focus on perfecting 

the core transaction, without bringing in unnecessary 

distractions.   

 

b) Exogeneous to the Platform 

Wellola originally started out as a private home care 

physiotherapy company, contracted to Ireland’s largest health 

insurer, and developed a clinic management software solution for 

physiotherapists.  While this business achieved moderate 

success, user feedback highlighted to the Founder the bigger 

opportunity in the telehealth sector, precipitated by the hospital 
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waiting list crisis in Ireland in 2015.  “We pivoted from a software 

solution for physiotherapists into the telehealth and practise 

management business it is today.  No other company in Ireland 

was offering Clinicians the product suite that Wellola offers”, 

giving it first mover status in Ireland.  Before Wellola, there 

hadn’t been a simple plug and play solution for independent 

clinics to provide these services from their own webpage to their 

own patients.  “They were suddenly able to compete with 

incumbent online directory-style providers whilst still remaining 

completely independent.”  The company adhered closely to the 

principles of the Lean Start-up during the launch phase, by 

testing the market with a Minimum Viable Product and 

redesigning the product offering based on user feedback.  

According to the Founder: “It was only from speaking to 

customers that we got a proper feel of the need for the product.”  

The CEO is an advocate of ‘Genchi Genbutsu’, which literally 

translates as "real location, real thing” and is sometimes referred 

to as "go and see."  It is a key principle of the Toyota Production 

System and suggests that in order to truly understand a situation 

one needs to observe what is happening at the site where work 

actually takes place: the genba.  It involves collecting facts and 

data at the actual site of the work or problem, which, in the case 

of Wellola, “necessitated visits to Clinicians at hospitals and 

surgeries to observe the way in which they interacted with 

patients on the other sides of the platform.”  It was only through 

these observations that the company was able to follow the Build-

Measure-Learn feedback loop that resulted in validated learnings 

for the company and put it on the right road to success.   

 

The Founders of the company each had approximately 10 years’ 

experience in the medical field prior to establishing the company.  
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The CEO trained and practised as a Physiotherapist and became 

acutely aware of the problems experienced by Clinicians when 

trying to simultaneously deal with a multitude of patients.  The 

Founders combined well with the CTO who had built platforms 

previously and was quick to grasp the company mission and the 

instrumental role the proprietary technology would play in 

achieving this.  This founding team was important to the success 

of the business.  But, in addition to the team they had, the 

Founder stated: “We also understood early on where we were 

weak and recognised what gaps we needed to fill for improving 

our processes”, highlighting the importance of understanding 

what you don’t have, as well as what you do have.       

 

Early Adopters were acquired by reaching out to the network of 

healthcare professionals that the Co-Founders knew from their 

time in the medical profession.  Without these, the platform 

would not have been a success.  As the Founder stated: “A deep 

domain network is as important as deep domain knowledge.”  

The Care Providers were the hardest side to attract and were 

hence targeted first.  The Founder connected with the physio 

network that she had built during her time in the industry and 

“150 of these signed up for a free trial during the early months of 

the platform.”  In addition to facilitating the initial transactions 

of the platform, these early adopters “provided the critical 

feedback that was required for product development.”  The 

Founder also secured support from her professional body, 

namely the Irish Society of Chartered Physiotherapists (ISCP), 

who validated the business by promoting the product amongst 

their own database.  This launch strategy would therefore fit into 

the category of ‘Personal Network’, as articulated in other case 
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studies in this research.  The Founders credit their own personal 

network prior to launch as the critical success factor.     

 

The personal network of the Founders also played a key role in 

raising funds for the business.  While the company secured 

important early-stage funding from its Local Enterprise Office, 

followed shortly thereafter by Enterprise Ireland, through both 

the Competitive Start Fund and the High Potential Start-Up 

programme, it was the investment from an equity crowdfunding 

campaign which rapidly accelerated the growth rates of the 

platform.  “The lead and early investors in the equity 

crowdfunding campaign were personal contacts of ours and this 

early signalling was what caused the campaign to be a success”, 

in the view of the Founder.  This reinforces the importance of a 

personal network.  The Founder also highlighted the added value 

of the new investors from the crowdfunding campaign as they 

became a large team of ambassadors who supported the company 

in more ways than just the investment.  “Each of these 

ambassadors had a network of their own which helped portray us 

in a positive light”, the Founder stated.   

 

Wellola focused exclusively on the Irish market during the launch 

phase.  According to the Founder: “You need to be really informed 

before trying to access a market that is not your immediate 

market.”  They spent a lot of time doing research with Google 

Trends to see what Governments had mandates for products 

offered by Wellola.  Germany and Portugal, for example, had a 

new mandate that patients should be offered either ‘in person’ or 

online personal care.  That was how they decided which markets 

to target, but “it’s very expensive and you need to be able to speak 

the language.”   
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In addition to the helpful contribution made by Enterprise 

Ireland to the growth of Wellola, the Founder also stated that the 

European Institute of Technology (EIT) in Brussels were hugely 

supportive and played an important role in the success of the 

platform.  “The EIT ran a number of programmes on Regulation 

and Compliance, invaluable for a healthcare start-up, which I 

attended at Trinity College, Oxford University and Grenoble, at 

no cost.”  The network they introduced Wellola to was very 

helpful.  The EIT brought the company around Europe and 

introduced them to universities and other potential purchasing 

entities, which gave the founder the confidence to get on a plane 

and explore the viability of new markets in a pan-European 

context. 

 

Wellola operates in a sector in which it is not looked upon 

favourably to be small or new.  “It’s harder for a smaller company 

to deliver this type of product to this type of customer category.  

When it comes to protected health information, both Clinicians 

and patients favour size and maturity”, according to the Founder.  

For this reason, the company avoided any association with the 

Start-up community.  It didn’t enter any of the many awards or 

competitions for start-ups in Ireland or overseas, and it declined 

offers to exhibit at start-up events or competitions.  The decision 

to distance the company from start-ups was a success factor for 

Wellola.  By extension, the issue of platform independence was 

not a factor in the success of Wellola because “the patients were 

more concerned about the medical advice of the Clinician than 

the owner or operator of the platform on which the connection 

was facilitated.”      
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The decision in relation to pricing was a combination of what the 

Founder thought the market could handle and the prices charged 

by competitors.  “There are many ‘practice management’ 

solutions on the market whose prices would be in line with that 

offered by Wellola” according to the Founder.  Initially, they went 

out with a price point of €50 per month but the market quickly 

demonstrated that this was excessive, which made the Founder 

recognise that the brand was unknown, and the benefits had not 

been communicated properly.  A decision was then taken to move 

to a Freemium model in which Clinicians get 30 days for free to 

trial the product and appreciate the benefits.  The pricing model 

settled at €29 per licence per month or £29 for the UK market, 

but a reduced rate of €19 per licence per month is offered to HSE 

clinicians in the public sector.  These prices have remained 

constant for over two years and the Founder credits their ability 

to forecast demand, based on these prices as a success factor.    

 

In addition to the training and mentoring programmes offered by 

Enterprise Ireland, the Founder also attended a female 

entrepreneurship programme, called Going for Growth, “that was 

also helpful from both an education and a networking 

perspective.”      

 

The Founder also highlighted ‘timing’ as an important success 

factor, both in terms of the macro market demand for a service of 

this nature as hospitals and surgeries struggled to cope with ‘in-

person’ patient numbers, and also from a personal perspective in 

relation to her home environment.  “My husband had secured a 

permanent job as a tax advisor and this gave me the safety net of 

starting a new business venture without the risk of no income.”  

This also offered great flexibility for a mother with 3 children.     
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Based on the qualitative interview data that was analysed using 

four levels of analysis adapted from Cope (2005), and the 

supplementary information collected from Enterprise Ireland 

and other publicly available material, the following key success 

factors of the Wellola Multi-Sided Platform were identified: 

 

Summary of Success Factors 

1. First Mover in the Irish Market 

2. Own Personal Network 

3. Own proprietary technology 

4. Focus on Ireland only first 

5. Followed the principles of the Lean Startup 

6. Ability to forecast the optimal pricing structure 

7. Avoided association with the Start-up Community 

8. Fortuitous Timing 

9. Support of Enterprise Ireland and the European 

Institute of Technology 

10. Supportive family environment 

 

 

5.2.10 Case J – GirlCrew 

5.2.10.1 Background 

GirlCrew is a social networking app for women.  It connects 

women who are looking for other women with whom to socialise 

for a particular event or for a social night out.  Its target market 

is college-educated women, aged 25+, with a high level of 

disposable income from a wide variety of professions.   

 

Established in 2016 as a Group on Facebook, it quickly became 

apparent that there was a demand for the service, and this led to 
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the Founders building their own app in 2017 to facilitate the 

inter-activity between members.  The Core Transaction is the 

facilitation of connections between women interested in meeting 

other women.    

 

The platform has a number of revenue streams, with In-App 

Advertising contributing the highest amount of income, followed 

by member subscriptions for freemium users who have specialist 

groups formed for them according to their specified preferences 

and interests. 

 

The company has raised €810,000 in investment funding, 

including €250,000 from Enterprise Ireland through its High 

Potential Start-ups (HPSU) Programme.  The company was 

founded by three female entrepreneurs - Pamela Newenham, a 

journalist; Aine Mulloy, a magazine editor; and Elva Carri, a 

marketing professional.  Aine Mulloy agreed to participate in this 

research.  She has an MA in Literature and Publishing from NUI 

Galway.   

 

5.2.10.2 Platform Characteristics 

GirlCrew is the first company in Ireland to create an online 

platform which allows women to find other women with whom to 

socialise.  While it does have some competitors at a global level, 

the unique selling point of the app is that it allows its members to 

organise spontaneous events as part of a group, whereas its 

competitors merely connect women on a one-to-one basis.   

 

In addition to being a female-focused platform, GirlCrew is also 

a location-based platform.  Whether members joined in London, 

New York or Dublin they would be immediately connected with 
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all of the other members in their local city.  The platform also 

connects members according to special interests, regardless of 

their location.  Groups formed around interests such as Travel, 

Sport, Moms and Bloggers.   

 

Although members are able to publish their own content, 

comment on the posts of others and send Direct Messages to 

other members, in much the same was as Facebook facilitates 

this, the platform was heavily moderated.  It had precise 

Community Guidelines and moderators were very strict on 

implementing these.  Inappropriate comments would be deleted, 

and the offending member would be given a warning.  As the Co-

Founder highlighted: “It wasn’t a space where you could state 

whatever you wanted without repercussions.”  The platform 

adopted a strong anti-bullying stance, especially when it came to 

comments of a racist nature, although parenting differences also 

caused disagreements amongst members and were not tolerated.  

“For us, the focus was on pushing forward societal change, as well 

as being just a platform,” stated the Co-Founder, and noted the 

stance the company took in relation to the Abortion Referendum 

in Ireland and their drive in dealing with homelessness in Dublin. 

 

The on boarding of new users was a lengthy process as all 

members were required to use their real names and real profile 

photos.  For users signing up using Facebook or LinkedIn, 

moderators checked how long they had been active on these 

platforms and how many Friends they had.  This was done to 

minimise the number of fake profiles.         

 

Consumption filters were incorporated into the design of the 

GirlCrew platform from the outset, specifically for location and 
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special interests, to ensure members were connected with the 

best match during a Search exercise.  Curation mechanisms, 

notably of an editorial type, were required to police the content 

published on the platform.   

 

5.2.10.3 Success Factors 

a) Endogenous to the Platform 

GirlCrew first launched as a Facebook Group in order to test the 

market interest for the service “without having to incur upfront 

IT development costs.  This gave us some much-needed time to 

design and develop our own platform, acquire a critical mass of 

early adopters and raise an initial amount of funding from friends 

and family”, said the Founder.  Based on the positive response to 

the service within the Facebook Group, the Founders retained an 

in-house development team of Irish programmers.  An 

outsourced team of developers had been used prior to bringing 

the development in-house but this proved unsatisfactory.  The 

decision to build the platform themselves and control the 

ownership of the IP was a critical success factor for GirlCrew.  

This was manifest in one key feature of the app – Private 

Messaging – “which took a long time to develop and required 

close engagement with the IT developers” according to the 

Founder, as “the app needed to be configured such that members 

could only send Private Messages to those to whom they had 

given permission, in order to minimise spam and inappropriate 

solicitation.”     

 

GirlCrew struggled with access to data in its initial phase as a 

Facebook Group “as the nature and extent of the data it could 

analyse was dictated by the analytics tools on Facebook.”  The 

critical data point of member usage or visits was unavailable from 
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Facebook, but this changed when the business was switched to 

their proprietary app.  Once this data became available, GirlCrew 

was able to segment the database and reward the most active 

users with free merchandise.  “Data analysis became an 

increasingly important success factor for the app as the volume of 

information reached meaningful levels” according to the 

Founder.      

 

The exclusive focus on the facilitation of the Core Transaction was 

a critical success factor for GirlCrew.  The founders eschewed the 

introduction of other features, such as “education services or 

charity fundraising, that could have distracted the users from 

making connections with each other.”  There was a relentless 

focus on facilitating the connectivity between users and the 

arrangement of offline meetings amongst members to 

demonstrate the value provided by the app.    

 

Consumption filters were incorporated into the design of the 

GirlCrew platform from the outset and played a crucial role in the 

success of the platform.  “The most important filter was location, 

as members searching for other members with whom to interact 

were only interested in meeting those located in the same area as 

themselves”, stated the Founder.     

 

b) Exogeneous to the Platform 

GirlCrew started out as a Facebook Group.  The three Co-

Founders each invited their own personal contacts to join this 

Group, which quickly built up a database of members who 

engaged with each other.  As the three Co-Founders had come 

from different backgrounds and industries, “there was a well-

diversified mix of early adopters from their personal networks, 
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without whom the platform would not have generated sufficient 

critical mass to facilitate the early interactions on the platform.”  

The Chicken and Egg problem was therefore solved using the 

Personal Network strategy.  Traditional marketing initiatives, 

such as paid advertising, delivered “mixed results during the 

launch phase”, but the Founders each used Tinder to spread the 

word about the new service.  While this was a labour-intensive 

exercise it was effective, particularly after they purchased third-

party apps that allowed them to get around the restrictions that 

Tinder imposes on the number of Swipes a person may make, or 

where they can be located.   

 

Once the early adopters had been brought on board via personal 

connections, “the most effective driver of new registrants was 

media exposure.”  One of the Founders, Pamela Newenham, was 

previously a business and technology journalist with the Irish 

Times and was able to leverage connections in this area to 

generate a disproportionate amount of media coverage.  In 

addition to coverage across a raft of national publications, the 

company was featured on CNN and saw a large spike in activity 

from this.   

 

The strategy of testing the market with a Minimum Viable 

Product, in this case the Facebook Group, soliciting feedback 

from early adopters and customising the product in response to 

this feedback, is consistent with the principles of The Lean 

Startup, a philosophy adopted by the founders of GirlCrew, albeit 

not necessarily by intention.  The Lean 

Startup combines agile and lean with customer development 

and tests the product against the market.  The key concern 

of ‘agile’ is to avoid creating a product that doesn't work, while 
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the key concern of The Lean Startup is to avoid creating a product 

that people don't need.  GirlCrew exemplified this by “first testing 

the market using the Facebook Group and then developing our 

own proprietary app.”  As part of the Build-Measure-Learn 

feedback loop articulated in The Lean Startup, GirlCrew built a 

whole community of Community Managers in which the founders 

could “engage effectively with key stakeholders and learn what 

worked best and what needed to be improved.”   

 

GirlCrew was a first mover female-focused network, both 

domestically in Ireland, and internationally.  The popular dating 

app Bumble introduced a Best Friends Forever (BFF) service that 

competed with GirlCrew but it differed materially from GirlCrew 

in several important ways.  Where Bumble connected users one-

to-one with its traditional swiping left/right mechanism, 

GirlCrew members were connected in special interest groups.  

“Entry to the GirlCrew app therefore gave members access to all 

of the groups, as opposed to just have connections with 

individuals, which was unique to our offering.”   

 

While Ireland was the primary focus during the launch phase, 

members started asking for groups in places like London and 

Sydney, which had strong Irish networks and connections, where 

English was the spoken language, and where social media apps 

were well understood.        

 

The decision to maintain platform independence from other 

organisations or partners was a “key strategic move for us”, 

according to the Founder, as “it gave us a much wider range of 

companies we could work with.”  As a result, the platform was 

able to do multiple short-term engagements with brands and 
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advertisers which had various brand activation elements.  To 

complement this, they ran in-person Product Testing events for 

brands which proved very popular.      

   

While GirlCrew secured funding from a strong pool of investors, 

the Co-Founder reflected that “In hindsight, we should have 

drawn more on their expertise.”  The company received funding 

from Enterprise Ireland through its High Potential Start-Up 

programme, although it was questionable whether it was right to 

take Enterprise Ireland as an investor.  “Quite a bit of 

bureaucracy comes with their investment”, according to the 

Founder, and “how they sit on your Cap Table can impede your 

efforts to bring in other investors.”  The Founder also believes 

Enterprise Ireland are too focused on Ireland and can curtail 

companies looking to have more of a global focus, with their 

stated objective of creating jobs in Ireland as a contributory factor 

to this.  On the positive side, Enterprise Ireland did help the 

company to build the brand and establish the Founders as 

thought-leaders within the Start-up community in Ireland, by 

providing them with access to the Enterprise Ireland network and 

the regular events and conferences hosted by them.   

 

Active involvement in the Start-up Community in Ireland helped 

build the brand, but it didn’t improve the company’s chances of 

raising new investment funding for growth.  The Founder noted 

that “the Irish tech companies that did better and raised the most 

amount of money had a Founder based in San Francisco.”  She 

continued: “This is very disappointing because Ireland has a very 

good test bed for start-ups and we are very early adopters when it 

comes to technology.  The infrastructure is just not here, which 
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makes it very difficult to bridge the gap from early stage founder 

to scale up.  There are much more ways to raise funds in the US.”   

 

Consistent with the principles of The Lean start-up, the Founder 

highlighted their mind set of determining the Commercial 

Viability of the business model as a key success factor.  Capturing 

new users is important, but only to the extent that it leads to 

increased revenues or makes it easier to raise additional funding 

for growth.  “We were a ‘numbers game’, and it’s very hard to raise 

funds on ‘numbers’ in Ireland.  It’s much easier in the US as they 

are more future-focused”, stated the Founder.   

 

The Founder also highlighted the importance of timing when it 

comes to key employee appointments.  “Employees are a huge 

overhead in tech firms and hiring too early or tool late can cause 

problems.  If you have a short runway of funds, you’ll burn it up 

very quickly if you don’t get the timing of your key hires 

correctly”, according to the Founder.      

 

Based on the qualitative interview data that was analysed using 

four levels of analysis adapted from Cope (2005), and the 

supplementary information collected from Enterprise Ireland 

and other publicly available material, the following key success 

factors of the GirlCrew Multi-Sided Platform were identified: 

 

Summary of Success Factors 

1. First Mover in the Irish Market 

2. Own Personal Network 

3. Own proprietary technology 

4. Focus on Ireland only first 

5. Followed the principles of the Lean Startup 



199 
 

6. Active involvement within the Start-up Community 

7. Independence 

8. Consumption Filters facilitated transactions 

9. Ability to limit Off-Platform opportunities 

10. Selective in targeting markets 

 

5.2.11 Case K – HouseMyDog 

5.2.11.1 Background 

HouseMyDog is a person-to-person platform that connects Dog 

owners with Dog sitters.  Established in early 2015 as an 

alternative to dog kennels, it allows owners to leave their dogs in 

a family home while the dog owner is on holidays.  It can be 

thought of as an ‘Airbnb for dogs’ and is a classic ‘sharing 

economy’ business.  A dog walking service is also operated 

through the platform for dog owners who may not have the time 

to walk their dog themselves.    

 

HouseMyDog completed its first transaction on the platform in 

December 2015.  The two sides of the platform are 1) Dog owners 

looking for a home for their dog while they are away; and 2) Dog 

sitters who are willing to look after a dog while its owner is away.  

The Core Transaction is the arrangement or facilitation of these 

bookings.  The revenue model is a fee on the transaction and is 

charged to both sides of the market.  On the Dog sitter side, a fee 

of 15% is applied and on the Dog owner side a fee of 6.5% is 

charged.  The platform therefore captures a fee of 21.5% on the 

whole transaction.    

 

The company has raised €950,000 from investors, including 

€300,000 from Enterprise Ireland through its High Potential 

Start-Up (HPSU) programme.  HouseMyDog was co-founded by 
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two brothers, James McIlroy and Timothy McIlroy.  James 

McIlroy agreed to participate in this research.  He is a first-time 

entrepreneur and holds a Bachelor of Science from the Dublin 

Institute of Technology.   

 

5.2.11.2 Platform Characteristics 

HouseMyDog is the first company in Ireland to create an online 

marketplace which allows dog owners to find accommodation for 

their dogs while they are travelling.  While it does have some 

competitors at an international level, the unique selling point of 

the service is that it is the only Irish company providing a cage 

free alternative to dog kennels.  Unique features of the platform 

include the processes used to vet dog sitters and the proprietary 

algorithms used to match the two sides of the platform.  

HouseMyDog provides insurance cover and 24x7 Support as an 

integrated service on the platform, which is an improvement on 

similar services offered by classified websites, which only provide 

an introduction service and have no subsequent involvement in 

the transaction.     

 

The company’s biggest market is in Dublin, because that was 

where the platform was launched, but secondary markets are in 

London, Manchester and Liverpool.  The average spend on the 

site is €19 per night and the average stay is 6 nights.  While the 

activity on the platform is not seasonal, the summer months of 

June, July and August are busier than the other 9 months as more 

people travel during these periods.  Dog sitters would typically 

look after 1 to 3 dogs per day.   

 

The advantages of HouseMyDog over traditional kennels is that 

it is easier to book, it is on average cheaper by about 20% and Dog 
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owners get in-stay communication from the Dog sitters.  Another 

advantage of the service over Dog Kennels is that a dog is required 

to get vaccination shots before it will be accepted by a kennel, 

whereas this is not a requirement if it is staying at another house 

or apartment.   

 

5.2.11.3 Success Factors 

a) Endogenous to the Platform 

The founders of HouseMyDog initially retained an external IT 

provider to build the first version of the platform.  However, they 

quickly realised that it was “too problematic to incorporate 

important bespoke features and therefore the IT development 

was brought in-house with a team of 9 IT developers.”  Included 

in this relatively large IT team is an iOS developer, in addition to 

an Android developer, a front-end developer and a back-end 

developer.  The decision to build the platform themselves and 

control the ownership of the IP was a critical success factor for 

HouseMyDog.  Having full control over the technology enabled 

the platform to facilitate Community Interaction, something that 

added considerable value to site users.   

 

The Launch Strategy adopted by the platform first involved the 

Founders inviting all of their wide circle of friends and personal 

contacts to make their homes available as Dog sitters.  They found 

it easier to attract this side of the platform as this was the side 

earning the money from participation.  However, activity on the 

platform during the first two years was very slow – much slower 

than the Founders had expected.  It wasn’t until the third year 

that a tipping point was reached, and things started moving very 

quickly.  According to the Founder: “We spent a lot of time in the 

first year trying to figure out what channels worked and where we 
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should be allocating our resources.  We had read a lot about how 

Airbnb launched and so it made sense to follow that model and 

get the service providers on the platform first.  It was easy to get 

service providers to join the platform in the early days because 

they were making money from transacting on the platform.”   

 

In the same way that Airbnb obtained their early users from 

CraigsList, HouseMyDog contacted the advertisers on classified 

ads websites in Ireland and the UK, such as Gumtree, by asking 

them to copy their Dog Sitting offering onto the HouseMyDog 

site, free of charge.  “It was a relatively easy ‘sell’ to these people.  

If you’re on a Classified site, and someone offers you a new service 

that is exactly what you’re trying to offer, then it’s an obvious 

switch to make,” stated the Founder.  Dog owners were the more 

difficult side of the platform to attract because many had initial 

concerns about ‘trust’ and whether their pet would be safe or 

happy in the new accommodation.        

 

The exclusive focus on the Core Transaction was an important 

success factor for HouseMyDog.  As the Founder noted: “We 

could sell a wide variety of dog products to our user base but we 

prefer to stay focused on our core competency, which is 

facilitating transactions between the two sides of our platform.”     

 

Consumption filters were incorporated into the design of the 

platform from the outset and played a crucial role in the success 

of the platform.  “The most important filter for us was location, 

as Dog owners searched for Dog sitters who lived in close 

proximity.  After location, other filters that were incorporated 

were whether the Dog sitter lived in a house or an apartment, the 

size of the dog they were willing to look after and then the price 
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they were looking to charge.  The reason this worked so well is 

because it also meant that the Dog sitters had to reject fewer 

matches.”  For example, if a Dog sitter lived in an apartment in 

Ranelagh and didn’t accept Great Danes, it would be annoying to 

frequently receive requests for larger dogs that couldn’t be 

accommodated.  The other really important filter is the Calendar.  

“Getting the right sitter when they are available was really 

important for our success because they needed to be available 

when people wanted to travel.  This was a ‘people problem’ that 

the calendar overcame”, noted the Founder.  Consumption filters, 

therefore, were an important factor in the success of the platform.   

 

The ability to manage the loss of business through Off-Platform 

Opportunities was another important success factor.  “Leakage is 

a problem that every marketplace faces, but we probably face it 

more than most because we create a monogamous relationship.  

If I, as a Dog owner, find a Dog sitter with whom I have a bit of 

rapport and I can trust, then I’m probably going to use that 

person again and again,” stated the Founder.  To address this, 

HouseMyDog ‘scares’ their community by providing free 

insurance and 24X7 support.  This has an effect on both sides, 

particularly the Dog sitters who would be likely to incur a Vets bill 

of €250 if anything happens to the dog in their care.  The service 

provider is ranked on the platform search algorithm, which is 

based on how many repeat bookings they have.  This is an 

incentive for them not to consider off-platform opportunities and 

is also a perfect example of how HouseMyDog ensured the feature 

of persistent value creation was prevalent on the site.  “We 

considered restricting user’s access to the contact details of those 

on the other side of the platform, but we found it far more 

effective to educate users on why they should continue interacting 
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through the platform and the ability to telephone other users 

made the service more efficient,” noted the Founder.  But even 

with this, the Founders accept that they are probably losing out 

on a small amount of business they have facilitated.  In order to 

prevent the site just becoming an Introductions service, in which 

the two sides first interact on the platform but subsequently 

engage with each other away from the platform, the Founders 

tweaked the fees charged to the Dog sitter to reduce their 

incentive to avoid using the platform.   

 

Another platform feature that contributed to the success of 

HouseMyDog was the ability of users to rate the performance of 

each other.  “The best way for us to show Dog owners how well 

the Dog sitters performed was to allow them see the ratings and 

reviews provided by other users on the platform.  It was much 

more effective than us doing it,” the Founder noted.  There is 

definitely a correlation between the reviews that a Dog sitter 

receives, and the number of bookings received.  “Community 

vetting itself is external validation.  Real stories, in the form of 

Reviews, are very powerful,” added the Founder.       

 

To encourage early adopters to interact on the platform, the 

Founders offered a number of incentives to transact: “For the first 

four or five months after the launch, the platform was free to use 

for both sides of the market as we wanted to first determine if 

there was a demand for the service.  Only after we were able to 

confirm there was demand did we introduce a fee of 15% on the 

Dog sitter side”, stated the Co-Founder.  A further eight months 

after that the Dog owner fee was introduced.   
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While the company was careful not to be excessively generous 

with financial incentives to attract clients, it did offer €5 

discounts to first-time users (Dog owners only) to get them to test 

the platform.  Feedback from these users suggested that they 

were going to make the booking anyway, and hence it was 

questionable as to whether this contributed to the success of the 

platform or not.  “Businesses can’t succeed in the long term based 

on incentives, because a) you are damaging your revenue and b) 

you need people to want your service for reasons other than the 

incentive,” according to the Founder.  Additionally, price was not 

the most important consideration for Dog owners.  “In the same 

way as parents don’t select the best baby-sitter based on price, 

Dog owners place a premium on quality and trustworthiness”, 

noted the Founder.   

 

The final platform success factor highlighted by the Founder 

related to the importance of selecting your target market 

carefully.  Specifically, in the case of HouseMyDog, there was no 

point in just saying “We are going to target the UK market”, 

because it would have been impossible to target the entire 

country all at once.  Instead, individual cities were selected and 

there was total focus on creating critical mass in these cities, 

before moving on to the next.  “We found that we needed to be 

generating €10,000 per month in bookings before the business 

started growing organically, mostly through referrals”, the 

Founder noted.  As the result the Cost per User acquisition 

started to plummet after that, often by as much as 50%.  In 

contrast to some businesses that tried to launch in 10 locations at 

the same time, the decision to make each individual self-

sustaining, with plenty of liquidity, before moving on to the next 

one was prescient.   
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b) Exogeneous to the Platform 

Online marketplaces are much more common now than they had 

been in the years before HouseMyDog launched, and so, from a 

timing perspective, the service was a much easier sell than it 

could have been.  “When we launched in 2015, the idea of 

marketplaces in Ireland was still relatively new, but now, because 

of Airbnb, everyone knows what a marketplace is,” the Founder 

stated.  The company experimented with a number of marketing 

initiatives which intuitively they thought should work, but which 

in fact failed to deliver an acceptable return on investment.  

“Facebook advertising works if you sell a product which people 

can purchase immediately, such as a pair of Nikes or a table 

reservation at a restaurant, but for us, we found that potential 

users were looking at the ads and saying ‘This looks great, but I’m 

not actually travelling for another 6 months, so there’s no call-to-

action to make them want to make a booking on the site,” stated 

the Founder.  He continued: “Google Adwords, on the other hand, 

which responds better to ‘on demand’ requirements, worked 

really well, because of the intent shown by the potential buyers.  

People would search for ‘I need a Dog Sitter in Dublin 7’ and 

HouseMyDog would feature prominently in the Search Results.  

In hindsight, we therefore should have focused more on SEO 

during the launch phase, specifically organic search, as opposed 

to Paid search.” 

 

Because Dog owners are so emotionally attached to their pets, 

HouseMyDog needed to operate a very robust vetting process.  

Only about 15% of every Dog sitter that applies to join the site is 

approved to offer their services on the platform.  The company 
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could have scaled a lot quicker if it had not adopted this approach 

but was worried about problems down the line if it had been too 

complacent in accepting sub-standard Dog sitters.  As a result, 

over 99.5% of their Customer Reviews are 4 out of 5 or higher.  

These positive reviews told the Founders that their vetting 

process was working.  “The most important thing for us to 

establish with our members from the outset was ‘trust’.  

Marketplaces don’t work without trust, whether that’s a cleaning 

service or dog minding service,” stated the Founder. 

 

The role of the Community was important for the growth of the 

platform, but the Founder was careful to emphasise that it was 

secondary to a) a good user experience; and b) a substantial user 

base, so that users were always likely to get a match.   

 

According to the Founder: “In order for a marketplace to be 

successful, it must enhance the market that existed before the 

marketplace launched.  If the market remains the same or even 

becomes smaller after the marketplace is introduced, then what 

is the point of it?”  For HouseMyDog, the market before it 

launched was simply the availability of dog kennels.  The arrival 

of HouseMyDog enhanced the market by improving the 

experience for the dogs by letting them stay in a house with a 

person, instead of being locked in a cage.  The traditional dog 

kennel industry is fragmented, with no dominant operators, and 

is very slow to come online.  The arrival of HouseMyDog, which 

is 20% cheaper than kennels, added a new online dimension to 

the industry and vastly improved the experience for Dog owners.  

For example, Dog sitters could send the owner a photo of the dog, 

while the owner was away, and in the case of the Dog Walkers, a 

GPS outline of the route and distance covered by the walker.  The 
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marketplace offered by HouseMyDog has completely disrupted 

the way in which Dog owners seek Dog sitters, evaluate them for 

trustworthiness, arrange the booking, make the payment and 

evaluate the experience.  This disparity between the new platform 

offering and the outdated way in which dog kennels operated is 

an important success factor for the business.   

 

In the absence of protection that could have been offered by 

intellectual property, such as a technology or process patent, the 

Founder believes much of the success can be attributed to the 

database of users they have acquired.  “Your network is your 

defence.  It doesn’t matter if your competitor has a big presence 

in London, but your user is looking for a service provider in 

Liverpool, if I have the network there, I will win.  To a large extent, 

it is a land grab,” the Founder stated, highlighting the importance 

of having a deep concentration of users in a small number of 

locations, as opposed to a broad number of users in many 

locations.   

 

The Founder also highlighted the independence of the platform 

as a success factor.  “We don’t allow any third parties in, or 

anything like that,” he noted and related this to their eventual 

Exit plan and the importance of not being affiliated to a particular 

entity or other.  “Our likely exit will be in the form of an 

acquisition by a Tech comparable or a Pet Food company, but an 

IPO is also a possibility,” he stated.   

 

Based on the qualitative interview data that was analysed using 

four levels of analysis adapted from Cope (2005), and the 

supplementary information collected from Enterprise Ireland 
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and other publicly available material, the following key success 

factors of the HouseMyDog Multi-Sided Platform were identified: 

 

Summary of Success Factors 

1. First Mover in the Irish Market 

2. Own proprietary technology 

3. Focus on Ireland only first 

4. Exclusive focus on the Core Transaction 

5. Launched using the Personal Network Strategy 

6. Followed the principles of the Lean Startup 

7. Consumption Filters facilitated transactions 

8. Ability to limit Off-Platform opportunities 

9. Selective in targeting markets 

10. Independence 

 

 

Table 2: Fundraising data from Platform Start-ups 

 

 

5.3 Cross-case analysis findings and 

discussion    

This section presents the findings that arise from the cross-case 

analysis (Level 3) and discusses these findings in the context of 

extant literature (Level 4), which includes the subjective 

interpretation of the findings by the researcher.  No two 

Company Launched Year EI Invested Amount EI Invested Follow-on Investment Total Raised*

Grid October 2014 2016 €250,000 €4,500,000 €4,750,000

Fleet June 2017 2019 €100,000 €480,000 €580,000

Beauty Buddy November 2018 2020 €150,000 €515,000 €665,000

BeagleBid February 2019 2019 €250,000 €250,000 €500,000

Buymie February 2016 2018 €50,000 €1,000,000 €1,050,000

Glissed October 2014 2017 €50,000 €140,000 €190,000

Campsited March 2016 2018 €150,000 €324,000 €474,000

Sproose November 2015 2017 €75,000 €125,000 €200,000

Wellola October 2018 2018 €50,000 €210,000 €260,000

GirlCrew March 2017 2018 €250,000 €560,000 €810,000

HouseMyDog December 2015 2017 €300,000 €650,000 €950,000
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Multisided Platforms in the sample launched at the same time 

with comparable resources and growth strategies and achieved 

similar results.  This supports the literature that the diversity of 

SMEs reflects the diversity of human beings (Storey in Levy and 

Powell, 2005).  Even so commonalities and themes were evident 

across cases and several findings emerged with regard to the 

characteristics and success factors of Multi-Sided Platforms in 

Ireland.  These cross-case findings are summarized in Table 3.  

The support for these findings is discussed in the context of 

extant literature in the sections that follow. 

 

1. A new launch strategy, not previously articulated in the 

literature, namely, the Personal Network Strategy, emerged as 

the source of the initial transactions on many of the platforms, 

without which these platforms would not have acquired later 

users. 

2. Every business designed and built the technology on which 

their platform operated and retained control of the associated 

Intellectual Property, as opposed to relying on a third-party IT 

Development Company.    

3. Data derived from user interaction on the platform increased 

the value of all platforms, in many cases not simply for internal 

use, but also in making the platform more appealing to external 

parties.    

4. None of the businesses had a direct competitor in the Irish 

market for the service they provided.  They were all ‘First Movers’.  

Moreover, each created new demand in the industry where none 

existed previously.   

5. All businesses focused exclusively on the Irish market during 

their launch phase.  There were no ‘Born Globals’.   
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6. All businesses adhered to the principles of The Lean Startup, 

specifically in relation to the development of a Minimum Viable 

Product and the use of the Build-Measure-Learn customer 

feedback loop.   

7. All of the platforms retained their Independence from larger, 

external operators during the launch phase to demonstrate their 

impartiality to end users.    

8. All of platforms focused exclusively on the Core Transaction 

and avoided adding features, services or content that distracted 

from this.   

9. There was no consistency amongst the businesses about 

specific platform features that were essential for success.   

10. External investors were essential to the success of all 

platforms but there was no consistency about the value of the 

contribution made by Enterprise Ireland, either as an investor or 

as a support for the platform business.   

Table 3: Key findings from the qualitative case studies of 11 Irish Multi-Sided 
Platforms 

5.3.1 The Personal Network Launch Strategy    

The findings from this case study research highlight the 

importance of entrepreneurs having a personal and business 

network of their own in order to successfully launch a Multi-

Sided Platform.  Prahalad and Ramaswamy (2000), in a 

traditional business context, highlight the importance of “co-

opting” consumers and talk about companies “competing as a 

family.”  They talk about alliances, networks, and collaboration 

among companies, but argue that researchers “have largely 

ignored the consumer, the agent that is most dramatically 

transforming the industrial system as we know it.”   Prior to this, 

Shapiro and Varian (1999) state that “the network perspective is 

clearly relevant for understanding wealth creation in e-business 

because of the importance of networks of firms, suppliers, 
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customers, and other partners in the virtual market space.”  More 

recently, Srinivasan and Venkatraman (2018) stated that 

"Relationship capital is vital for digital entrepreneurial success" 

and Spiegel et al (2016) argued that "Network partners acquired 

throughout the career of the entrepreneur are most crucial."  This 

research identified a new Platform Launch Strategy, not 

previously articulated in the literature. The initial transactions on 

the platforms, without which it would have been very difficult for 

later transactions to occur, were executed by personal or business 

contacts of the Founders.  This novel finding makes a valuable 

theoretical contribution to strategic management literature. 

 

The extant literature relating to the ‘coordination problem’ and 

launch strategies of Multi-Sided Platforms highlights a number 

of different approaches taken by entrepreneurs to stimulate the 

initial interactions between users of the platform.  C Stummer et 

al (2017) aggregate and structure the identified launch strategies 

for solving the chicken-and-egg dilemma into six distinct 

strategies, namely (1) a single target group, (2) platform staging, 

(3) subsidizing, (4) platform envelopment, (5) exclusivity 

agreements, and (6) side switching.  A new launch strategy, not 

previously articulated in the literature, namely, the Personal 

Network Strategy, emerged as the source of the initial 

transactions on the platform for eight of the eleven companies 

that formed the basis of this research, without which the 

platforms would not have been in the position to acquire later 

users.  The Personal Network Strategy involved the founders 

approaching their own personal and business connections and 

essentially, asking them to sign up to the service and interact with 

other early adopters on the platform.  In the case of Fleet (Case 

B), for example, the Founders asked many of their friends and 
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contacts to make their own cars available for hire on the platform.  

This gave confidence to others to make their own vehicle 

available.  Glissed (Case F), similarly contacted all of the 

beauticians the Founders had worked with over the previous 10 

years in another business and asked them to make their services 

available on the platform.  Without these personal connections 

providing evidence of interest in the service and the related 

liquidity, it is arguable that later adopters would not have signed 

up to the service.  BeagleBid (Case D) is another good example of 

a platform whose first users were personal and business contacts 

of the Founders.  Having spent 30 years in the real estate industry 

in Ireland, prior to building the platform, the Founders of 

BeagleBid were able to ask dozens of estate agents to register 

profiles and properties on the platform before the wider market 

was given access to the site.  The Founder of Wellola (Case I) 

articulated this succinctly when she stated: “A deep domain 

network is as important as deep domain knowledge.”        

 

An equally interesting new challenge for Multi-Sided Platforms, 

also not previously addressed in the literature, emerged in 

relation to the launch strategies of Multi-Sided Platforms which 

must address the question of ‘Which comes first – the chicken or 

the egg?’, when trying to decide which side of the platform to first 

attract in order to stimulate interest from the other side.  Not only 

must platform operators decide whether to target the chicken or 

the egg first, but if they decide to first target the chicken, they 

must decide which chicken to target, as not all chickens are of 

equal importance to the success in attracting the eggs.  This was 

especially important in the cases of Grid Finance (Case A), 

Wellola (Case I) and BeagleBid (Case D).  In order to attract a 

sufficient number of ‘chickens’ (in this case ‘funders’ or ‘lenders’) 
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who would make funding available to borrowers on the platform, 

Grid Finance needed to ensure that the first ‘chicken’ it attracted 

was of a sufficiently high calibre to attract other funders.  Other 

funders then adopted the attitude of ‘If it’s good enough for them, 

then it’s good enough for me’, which made it easier to attract 

subsequent chickens.  The same applied to Wellola, whose first 

‘chickens’ were ‘best-in-class hospitals’, and also BeagleBid, 

which attracted the leading real estate agents in Ireland as their 

first ‘chickens’.  All agreed that had they not been able to attract 

the highest quality ‘chickens’ before approaching other ‘chickens’, 

then the path to ignition would have been fraught with even 

greater difficulty.              

 

5.3.2 Proprietary Technology    

This research highlights the importance of platform operators 

building proprietary technology - including data feeds and data 

analytics.  Eisenmann (2006) concurred with Katz and Shapiro 

(1986) who found that “Firms may enjoy demand related 

increasing returns when they control property rights required to 

deliver goods or services that are subject to network effects.”  

Tellis, Yin, and Niraj (2009) show that product quality affects 

market share, and the best-quality brands, not the ones that are 

first to enter, dominate the market. Network effects enhance the 

positive effect of quality.  Zhu and Iansiti, (2012) examine the 

relative importance of platform quality and consumer 

expectations on the success of entrants in platform-based 

markets.  They find that an entrant's success depends on the 

strength of indirect network effects and on the consumers' 

discount factor for future applications.  Srinivasan and 

Venkatramen (2018) stated "MSP success does not solely depend 

on the business itself, but rather on the architectural and 
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technology decisions a platform company takes."  The theoretical 

contribution from this research to strategic management 

research is that platforms that build/own their own technology 

removed reliance on third party providers, enable platform 

operators to provide the optimal service and respond rapidly to 

client needs in relation to preferred features and incentives.  It 

also guaranteed access to proprietary data and mechanisms to 

analyse this for optimum performance.   

 

In every case examined as part of this research, the company built 

its own technology platform to facilitate interaction between its 

users, as opposed to renting or leasing third-party generic 

software on a monthly or annual basis.  This meant that all 

companies owned the Intellectual Property of the technology 

relating to the service being provided.  This is significant for a 

number of reasons.  Firstly, it removed the company’s exposure 

to a third-party IT provider not being available to provide support 

at urgent times, such as platform ‘downtime’, or, worse, the IT 

provider going out of business.  Secondly, it ensured that the 

platform owners could design and incorporate new features to 

improve the performance of the platform, based on the value 

proposition and feedback from end-users.  Grid Finance (Case A), 

for example, incorporated a Credit Score within their platform 

that helped lenders to decide whether they would lend to a 

particular borrow or not, and at what rate of interest.  Fleet (Case 

B) included a Legal Agreement within their transactions, which 

allowed them to offer an ‘end-to-end’ solution online for 

individuals looking to rent a car on a short-term basis.  Sproose 

(Case H), developed a solution by which large corporate 

companies could offer the Sproose dry cleaning services under 

their own brand name and colours.  Thirdly, ownership of the 
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platform made it easier for the founders to raise funds as their 

investors had a preference for investing in businesses that own 

their own mission critical technology.  Fourthly, ownership of the 

technology ensured the platform operators had access to, and 

ownership of, the data that was generated through the platform.  

The value of this data is considered in the next finding.  GirlCrew 

(Case J) initially launched as a Group on Facebook but realised 

very quickly that this meant they had limited access to, and no 

ownership of, the data generated by their user interactions.  This 

was a significant factor in their decision to build their own 

platform.  Finally, proprietary technology is a valuable asset on a 

company’s balance sheet at exit events, such as a trade sale or a 

flotation.      

 

5.3.3 Value in the Data      

This research highlighted the importance of data generated by 

user Interactions on the platform.  Hair et al (2012) argued that 

"Digital environments provide companies with a considerable 

amount of information they can exploit for their own purpose."  

Kraus et al (2019) extended this when they proposed that "Digital 

information and its management is not only a source of digital 

entrepreneurship but should also be its continuous driver."   

 

The Founders interviewed were unanimous about the importance 

of information and data to managing their enterprises.  They also 

expressed the desire to have improved access to data, both 

structured and unstructured, as well as data from internal and 

particularly external sources.  This finding echoes that of Gordon 

and Key (1987) that a common problem for SME managers is a 

shortage of suitable information on which to base decisions.  

Lybaert (1998:188) found that “SME owner/managers with a 
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greater strategic awareness, with less firm experience prior to 

their present position and with a greater desire for growth use 

more information”.   

 

One explanation for this finding may be that these are high-

growth businesses and hence the key performance indicators 

could be assumed to be changing at a faster pace than more 

mature businesses.  In circumstances where key data is changing 

frequently it is more important to have accurate and timely 

information on which to base decisions.  Furthermore, as all of 

the companies surveyed were first to market in their respective 

industries in Ireland, the Founders had no reference points 

within comparable businesses for key data.  It may also be that 

these Founders, most of whom were first time entrepreneurs, 

were less inclined to rely on their intuition or instinct due to their 

relative lack of knowledge and experience with regard to business 

management and administration or that they have a greater need 

to rationalise intuitive decisions.  Ten of the eleven participating 

Founders have third-level educational qualifications and 

therefore may be more conversant with the compilation of data 

and thus be more inclined to use information.   

 

But the importance of data for platforms extends well beyond its 

usefulness in managing enterprises.  The data itself also has 

immense value to external companies and hence is considered by 

platform operators as an asset in itself.  The founder of the 

person-to-person car rental app, Fleet (Case B), for example, 

recognised very quickly after launch that the proprietary data 

their users were generating had significant value to insurance 

companies as they attempt to build actuarial models for the P2P 

car rental industry.  In fact, access to the data was the critical 
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factor in the decision of Axa Insurance to provide insurance 

policies for Fleet transactions and it was the ability to offer this 

insurance, in turn, which was a key success factor for the 

platform.  The Beauty Buddy app (Case C), similarly discovered 

very soon after launch that there was substantial value to 

cosmetic brands (and the retailers that stocked them) in all of the 

ratings and reviews posted by the users of The Beauty Buddy.  

This is unique data which is proprietary and exclusive to The 

Beauty Buddy, and vastly superior to data that could be captured 

from less reliable sources, such as surveys or focus groups.  Before 

The Beauty Buddy, the only real-time data that brands had access 

to came from eCommerce shops, which is of limited value.  Access 

to this ever-increasing source of extremely valuable platform data 

makes the company a Data As A Service (DAAS) business and was 

a key success factor for The Beauty Buddy.  The Founder of 

BuyMie (Case E), the online grocery delivery app, went as far 

describing the business as a ‘Data Science’ company, given the 

importance of data to the success of the business.  BuyMie views 

its data as intellectual property that can never be recreated, and 

data is becoming increasingly important the longer the business 

is in operation – the company has delivered more than 1.5 million 

items, each of which is a data point.  All of these data points, 

which have been mined through customer engagement with the 

platform, have become a core asset of the business, have resulted 

in significant cost savings in the infrastructure and are a key 

factor in the success of the company.      

 

5.3.4 First Movers and Blue Ocean Strategy   

Every company in the sample was the first to launch a platform 

that offered their own specific service in the Irish market.  Fleet 

(Case B), for example, was the first company in Ireland to allow 
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private car owners to rent out their vehicles on a daily basis to 

other private drivers.  HouseMyDog (Case K), similarly, was the 

first company in Ireland to enable private individuals to earn 

income by looking after dogs that belonged to other dog owners.  

BuyMie (Case E) was the first company in Ireland to offer online 

grocery shopping in less than an hour by making private shoppers 

and delivery drivers available to their database of consumers.  

A first-mover advantage can be simply defined as a firm's ability 

to be better off than its competitors as a result of being first to 

market in a new product category.  (Fernando Suarez and 

Gianvito Lanzolla, Harvard Business Review, April 2005.)  In 

each of the 11 cases investigated as part of this research, the 

company enjoyed first mover advantage as a platform operator in 

their respective industry.   

 

However, a closer inspection of the market dynamic at play for 

each of these industries reveals something even more 

remarkable.  In each and every case not only was the platform the 

first mover in an industry, it also created new demand in the 

industry where none existed previously.  This is consistent with 

Hein et al. (2019) who argue that Multi-Sided Platforms 

assimilate technologies in technological trajectories and create 

new demand, whereas incumbents do not follow those 

trajectories and because of the new demand eventually embark 

on a transformation process toward an MSP provider.  Fleet (Case 

B), for example, was the first platform that offered person-to-

person car sharing, but it faced competition from traditional car 

rental companies, such as Avis and Herzt, on one side of its 

platform.  Instead of hiring a private individual’s car, someone 

could have hired a car from Avis.  By making more cars available 

at more convenient locations, and at prices lower than those 
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available from traditional car rental companies, Fleet has created 

new demand and increased the size of the industry for all 

operators.  This is a classic example of Blue Ocean Strategy, which 

is the simultaneous pursuit of differentiation and low cost to open 

up a new market space and create new demand (Chan Kim & 

Renee Mauborgne, 2005).  In the dog-sitting industry, a similar 

dynamic is at work where HouseMyDog (Case K) has created new 

demand where none existed previously.  While it was the first 

company to connect dog owners directly with dog sitters, it has 

competition on one side of its platform in the form of dog kennels.  

Instead of leaving their dog with a private individual before going 

away on holidays, a dog owner could simply have put their dog in 

a traditional kennel.  By making more locations available, at 

prices lower than those at traditional kennels, HouseMyDog has 

increased the size of the market for all operators.  This is again a 

perfect example of Blue Ocean Strategy in which HouseMyDog 

has created uncontested market space by offering a new model 

for dog owners and dog sitters.  Finally, in the case of BuyMie 

(Case E), prior to the launch of the platform, there was no online 

service offering personalised online grocery shopping on-

demand, often in as short as 60 minutes.  BuyMie created a 

completely new market, where none had existed previously, by 

making personalised shoppers and delivery drivers available to 

provide this service.  This is another very good example of Blue 

Ocean Strategy, where the objective is not  “dividing up markets 

or the globe,” but rather creating “new frontiers of opportunity, 

growth, and jobs,” where success was not about fighting for a 

bigger slice of an existing, often shrinking pie, but about “creating 

a larger economic pie for all.”  (Chan Kim & Renee Mauborgne, 

2005) 
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5.3.5 Exclusive focus on Irish market during Launch 

Phase   

This research highlighted the importance of a platform operators 

focusing exclusively on the local market during the launch phase.  

Choudary (2016) stated that "Targeting a tiny market in a 

concentrated community enables a platform to prove its 

effectiveness at matching."  The theoretical contribution of this is 

that platform operators who focused solely on their local market 

were able to first validate their product offering and business 

model in a narrow environment.  Only after success was achieved 

in the local market did they attempt to internationalise.   

 

Every company in the sample focused exclusively on the domestic 

Irish market during its launch phase.  Not a single one could be 

classified as a ‘Born Global’, a type of company that from the 

beginning of its activities pursues a vision of becoming global and 

globalises rapidly without any preceding long term domestic or 

internationalisation period.  While all had ambitions to become 

global players at some point, and indeed many have gone on to 

extend their operations into international territories, notably 

Campsited (Case G), who are now operating in the UK and 

throughout Europe, HouseMyDog (Case K) who have made 

inroads into the UK, Spain and Germany; and BuyMie (Case E), 

who have a presence in a number of the larger UK cities, all of the 

founders decided to first determine if their business had genuine 

growth potential by first confirming the level of demand for their 

service in the smaller Irish market.  Given that eight out of the 

eleven platforms that participated in this research launched using 

the Personal Network Strategy, as explained in the first point in 

this Cross Case Analysis, and that all of the founder 

entrepreneurs were located in Ireland, it is not surprising that all 
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of the businesses focused, to some degree, at least, on the Irish 

market.  What is interesting to observe, however, is that the focus 

was exclusively on the Irish market during the launch phase and 

that none made any attempt to target the larger overseas markets 

until they had a solid foundation in Ireland.  The founder of The 

Beauty Buddy (Case C) best captured this when she stated: “I 

believe you can make mistakes in Ireland without the rest of the 

world finding out about it, and if you can’t get it successful in 

Ireland, a market which is very supportive for start-ups, then you 

won’t make a success of it internationally.”  The Founder of 

Wellola (Case I) also supported this when she confirmed: “You 

need to be really informed before trying to access a market that is 

not your immediate market.”   

 

The limited financial resources available to all of the platforms, 

as evidenced by the fact that they all secured funding from 

Enterprise Ireland, the Irish State agency that supports early 

stages businesses, is a partial explanation for this, but this is 

counter-balanced by one of the criteria for securing funding from 

Enterprise Ireland, namely that the product/service offered by 

the company has demonstrable export potential.  The consensus 

amongst the Founders interviewed for this research is that the 

Irish market is sufficiently large to determine if there is a demand 

for the product, but not so large that it would cost too much to 

launch the platform and acquire a critical mass of users to prove 

the viability of the opportunity.  The focus on a smaller test 

market first is consistent with the principles of The Lean Startup, 

and that the extent to which that was a success factor in these 

platforms is examined in the next section.      
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5.3.6 Adhered to the principles of The Lean Startup     

The primary goal of a startup is to find a viable business model 

that can generate value for its customers while being effectively 

captured by the startup itself.  While there is no single, universally 

accepted definition of ‘startup’ (Eisenmann et al., 2011), Ries 

(2011) describes startups as ventures designed to create a new 

product or service under market conditions of great uncertainty.  

A growing stream in strategy management argues that startups 

typically evolve their business model through constant 

experimentation and learning, notably Sarasvathy (2001).  Ries 

(2011) created the movement known as Lean Startup, from the 

eponymous work, by proposing a Business Model Validation 

(BMV) methodology based on rapid iterations.  It was not the first 

time such an approach has been proposed to the general public.  

Before Ries, authors such as Sarasvathy (2001) had already 

challenged the business plan framework as the foundation of new 

ventures.  However, the success of Ries’ book was unprecedented 

and his theories became known and used worldwide, becoming a 

reference among entrepreneurs, and almost standard practice 

when launching new startups.  However, the work by Ries (2011), 

possibly due to its eminently practical approach and its focus on 

hands-on prescriptive advice, lacks a strong theoretical 

background (Ghezzi and Cavallo, 2018).  A recent study mapping 

the scientific field of entrepreneurship has failed to identify Lean 

Startup as a cohesive research topic (Landström & Harirchi, 

2018).  Additionally, although the LS movement originated in the 

software industry, there is very little systematic empirical 

investigation on Lean Startup applicability and effectiveness in 

the real world, as most research tend to focus on instances of use 

in isolated settings.  Bortolini et al (2021) posit that a more 

rigorous analysis of the academic antecedents of Lean Startup 
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may provide important insights about its implementation 

challenges as well as its merits and shortcomings.   

 

Eight of the eleven companies in the sample adhered heavily to 

the principles of The Lean Startup, and the other three companies 

‘somewhat’ adhered to these principles.   

The Lean Startup methodology argues that entrepreneurs should 

use scientific experimentation to achieve validated learning, 

which is described as discovering what is working and what 

customers actually want, as opposed to what they say they want.  

The most effective way to experiment, while saving time and 

money is to use the Build-Measure-Learn Feedback Loop, which 

highlights the importance of Genchi Gebutsu, meaning to go out 

and obtain first-hand knowledge, instead of relying on 

assumptions and secondary research.  Beagle Bid (Case D), for 

example, adhered firmly to the core principles of The Lean 

Startup during its formative years.  The company started out as 

an Online Auction site with a Minimum Viable Product (MVP) 

that allowed the founders to understand what were the real ‘pain 

points’ suffered by buyers and sellers during a real estate property 

transaction.  It emerged from user feedback that the ‘information 

vacuum’ experienced by buyers and sellers was a major problem 

and this precipitated a ‘pivot’ from an auction site into a sales 

platform with a bidding engine.  From developing a Minimum 

Viable Product to continually iterating the product features and 

investing disproportionately in user experience, through in-

person research with end-users, to a heavy reliance on data to 

inform decision-making, much of the success of BuyMie (Case E) 

can also be put down to an adherence to the principles of The 

Lean Start-up.  With Grid Finance (Case A), similarly, the 

employees ‘got out of the building’ and spent a lot of time with 



225 
 

existing and potential customers perfecting the customer 

experience.  According to the Founder of Wellola (Case I): “It was 

only from speaking to customers that we got a proper feel of the 

need for the product.”  The Founder of Wellola is an advocate of 

‘Genchi Genbutsu’, a key principle of the Toyota production 

system, which literally translates as "real location, real thing” and 

is sometimes referred to as "go and see" the people you hope to 

sell to.  All of the platforms that participated in this research first 

launched with a Minimum Viable Product (MVP) and solicited 

feedback from early adopters before investing further in product 

development.  Validated learning was achieved by running 

experiments that allowed them to test the various elements of the 

product and the way in which it was served to each side on the 

platform.  The Lean Startup combines agile and lean with 

customer development and tests the product against the market.  

The key concern of ‘agile’ is to avoid creating a product that 

doesn't work, while the key concern of The Lean Startup is to 

avoid creating a product that people don't need.  GirlCrew (Case 

J) exemplified this by first testing the market using the Facebook 

Group and then developing their own proprietary app.  As part of 

the Build-Measure-Learn feedback loop articulated in The Lean 

Startup, GirlCrew built a whole community of Community 

Managers in which the founders could engage effectively with key 

stakeholders and learn what worked best and what needed to be 

improved. 

 

5.3.7 Independence     

All eleven of the platforms that formed the basis of this research 

launched as an independent entity and retained their 

independence throughout the early growth years.  This had two 

significant implications.  Firstly, it meant that they were free to 
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transact and form strategic partnerships with anyone they 

wished, and the counterparties had no concerns about their data 

being shared with a business with whom they did not want this 

data to be shared.  The second implication of their independence 

was that they could raise funds from any source, without fear that 

potential investors would have had a difficulty with an owner that 

was a competitor.  This also made it easier for platform operators 

to devise an exit strategy, something that several of them 

highlighted as a success factor.  When BuyMie (Case E) brought 

in Unilever as a shareholder, Unilever were not given a Board 

position at BuyMie, nor did their shares have voting rights, 

because it was important for BuyMie to be seen as an 

independent marketplace.  For Glissed (Case F), in spite of the 

previous relations that the founders had with service providers in 

the beauty industry, it was imperative for the app to be seen to be 

independent, as opposed to being seen as aligned with certain 

service providers, when it came to presenting search results in a 

particular location.  While certain providers did eventually secure 

superior positioning in the search results, this was a function of 

their ratings scores and also the extent to which they made 

themselves available for bookings.  The perception of 

independence was an important success factor.  For GirlCrew 

(Case J), the decision to maintain platform independence from 

other organisations or partners was a “key strategic move for us”, 

according to the Co-Founder, as “it gave us a much wider range 

of companies we could work with.”  As a result, the platform was 

able to do multiple short-term engagements with brands and 

advertisers which had various brand activation elements. 
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5.3.8 Focus on the Core Transaction    

All of the companies in the sample focused on the core 

transaction, which is the set of actions users must complete in 

order to exchange value on the platform.  The core transaction is 

the single most important value creation mechanism for a 

platform business and contrasts with ‘edge’ transactions, which 

are less important interactions between users of a platform.  

Every platform has a core transaction and some, but not all, 

platforms also have ‘edge’ transactions.  In the case of Grid (Case 

A), the core transaction is the facilitation of debt transactions 

between borrowers and lenders.  For Glissed (Case F), the core 

transaction is the facilitation of beauty treatment bookings 

between beauticians and women, while for Campsited (Case G), 

the core transaction is the facilitation of campsite reservations 

between campsite owners and holidaymakers.  These simple 

examples highlight the core transaction’s main purpose: to 

construct a set of simple, repeatable actions that producers and 

consumers can take in order to create and consume value.  For 

BuyMie (Case E), the decision to focus exclusively on the core 

transaction came after the Founder carried out extensive research 

into the online grocery shopping habits of 500 consumers prior 

to writing a line of code.  This research helped BuyMie to avoid 

early mistakes and create a platform which solved grocery 

consumer problems, and which focused obsessively on the Core 

Transaction, which was ensuring customers received their 

ordered groceries in an expeditious manner.  All distractions, 

such as food recipes or glossy images, were sacrificed in order to 

maximise the number of transactions and this was the first 

success factor highlighted by the founder.  The better job that a 

platform does at facilitating each step of the core transaction, and 

reducing or eliminating ‘edge’ transactions, the more successful 
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it will be. The exclusive focus on the Core Transaction was an 

important success factor for HouseMyDog (Case K).  As the 

Founder noted: “We could sell a wide variety of dog products to 

our user base but we prefer to stay focused on our core 

competency, which is facilitating transactions between the two 

sides of our platform.”  The founder of Wellola (Case I) expressed 

it succinctly when she highlighted that “you can spend a lot of 

time developing a feature that your customers never use”, so 

there was a focus on perfecting the core transaction, without 

bringing in unnecessary distractions. 

 

Another notable, and related, success factor that was common to 

10 of the 11 platforms is that they remained two-sided, as opposed 

to multi-sided, during their launch phases.  Rather than trying to 

serve more than two distinct sets of end-users, they focused their 

resources entirely on serving just the two sides.  The only 

exception to this was BeagleBid (Case D), which connected 

property buyers and sellers, as well as real estate agents and 

solicitors.  The BeagleBid value proposition requires the 

involvement of all of these stakeholders and they all participated 

from the outset – it wasn’t a case of new sides being added during 

or after the launch phase.      

 

5.3.9 Specific Platform Features  

It has been noted above that each platform was designed and built 

according to the priorities and preferences of the Founders, based 

on iterative feedback received from end-users.  It emerged from 

the interviews with these Founders that each one had specific 

proclivities for the way in which the two sides of the platform 

would interact and transact.  While there was no consistency in 

the configuration of these platforms or a reliance on a particular 
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mechanism to stimulate activity, certain features were 

highlighted by the Founders as common to a number of these 

platforms and these are now considered.  Table 4 shows the level 

of importance of these features to the success of each platform.     

 

 

Table 4: Importance of Platform Features 

 

Consumption filters determine which items should be served to 

consumers, so that only the most relevant items are presented.  

The design of access control and consumption filters helps with 

the governance of interactions.  For HouseMyDog (Case K), 

consumption filters were incorporated into the design of the 

platform from the outset and played a crucial role in the success 

of the platform.  The most important filter was location, as Dog 

owners searched for Dog sitters who lived in close proximity.  

After location, other filters that were incorporated were whether 

the Dog sitter lived in a house or an apartment, the size of the dog 

they were willing to look after and then the price they were 

looking to charge.  Fleet (Case B) also relied heavily on 

Consumption filters to ensure users were presented with only the 

most relevant search results.  However, for platforms with a 

smaller number of transactions, but where the value of each 

transaction is relatively high, such as BeagleBid (Case D) or Grid 

(Case A), consumption filters were of less importance to the 

success of these platforms.  In the case of these platforms, users 

were typically directed to matches by way of an email or a verbal 

Importance of: Importance of: Importance of: Importance of: Importance of:

Case Platform Consumption Filters Curation Incentives Off-Platform Opportunities Persistent Value Creation

A Grid Medium Medium Low Low High

B Fleet Very High High High Very High High

C Beauty Buddy Very High High Low Low High

D BeagleBid Low High Low Low Medium

E Buymie High Medium Low Low Medium

F Glissed Medium Medium Medium Very High Medium

G Campsited Very High High Medium Medium Low

H Sproose High High Medium Low Medium

I Wellola Medium Low Low Medium High

J GirlCrew Medium Medium Low Low Medium

K HouseMyDog Very High Medium High Very High High
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notification.  The nature of the underlying service therefore 

dictates the importance of consumption filters.  This finding 

contrasts with Choudary (2016) who argues that consumption 

filters are essential for platform success.   

 

Curation is a mechanism which separates signal from noise and 

scales the quality of supply on the platform.  It is managed in one 

of three forms – editorial, algorithmic or social.  Where filters 

manage quantity, curation addresses quality.  As with 

consumption filters, the results show that the importance of 

curation is dictated by the nature of the underlying service being 

provided by the platform.  Again, this finding contrasts with 

Choudary (2016) who argues that curation is essential for 

platform success.           

 

An incentive is a contingent motivator which reward actions to 

yield a desired outcome.  Only two of the eleven Founders 

attributed the success of their platforms to the use of incentives 

to encourage users to transact on the platform.  The other nine 

Founders placed a medium to low rating on the value of 

incentives.  This finding contradicted Ackerberg and 

Gowrisankaran (2006) who found that in the case of high 

adoption costs for potential users, Multi-Sided Platforms need to 

offer appropriate incentives to ensure that they reach the critical 

user mass.  Of note, the value of the transactions on the two 

platforms that benefited from the use of incentives was relatively 

lower than the average transaction value on the other nine 

platforms, suggesting that other factors, such as quality of 

service, value proposition or ease of platform use are more 

important success factors for higher value transactions.   

“Businesses can’t succeed in the long term based on incentives, 
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because a) you are damaging your revenue and b) you need 

people to want your service for reasons other than the incentive,” 

according to the Founder of HouseMyDog (Case K). 

 

Off-platform opportunities are situations in which participants 

have the ability to interact directly (off the platform), having met 

initially on the platform.  For HouseMyDog (Case K), managing 

the loss of business through off-platform opportunities was 

another important success factor.  “Leakage is a problem that 

every marketplace faces, but we probably face it more than most 

because we create a monogamous relationship.  To address this, 

HouseMyDog ‘scares’ their community by providing free 

insurance and 24x7 support.  This was an equally important 

success factor for Glissed (Case E), who addressed it by charging 

the consumers nothing to make a booking, which meant they had 

no incentive to make the booking off the platform.  Suppliers were 

threatened with a blacklist, if it was discovered they accepted 

bookings off the platform.  However, six of the eleven platforms 

had little concern about the risk of leakage and accepted the 

associated risk as a normal cost of doing business.    

 

Persistent value creation is a process by which platforms create 

long term value beyond the interaction.  An example of this would 

be the Ratings and Reviews that a platform participant builds up 

over time, which gradually add long term value to their profile on 

the platform.  Ten out of the eleven Founders surveyed assigned 

a medium to high level of importance to this as a success factor of 

the platform.  The Beauty Buddy (Case C), in particular, 

highlighted the importance of its users building up a profile that 

increased in value over time, but equally, Fleet (Case B) and 

HouseMyDog (Case K) rewarded platform participants with 
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priority placement and more frequent bookings as a way of 

recognising superior feedback they received from counterparties.  

Only one platform, Campsited (Case G), placed a low level of 

importance on this as a success factor, predominantly because 

the average camper only made one or two bookings each year on 

the platform.   

 

The research results highlight that different features were 

important to different platforms and that while the type of service 

that the platform is providing will influence this, it is decisions by 

the Founders which ultimately dictate which platform features to 

include and how they should be configured.  The features 

identified here all played a role, but there is no ‘one size fits all’.      

 

5.3.10 Types of Investors and the Value of 

Enterprise Ireland  

All of the companies that participated in this research were pure 

start-ups, in that none were subsidiaries or offshoots of larger 

organisations.  As a consequence, each had a requirement to raise 

sufficient and timely venture funding to launch and scale their 

own business.  None had access to ‘easy money’ from a large 

corporation or a wealthy benefactor and each therefore had to 

undertake fundraising exercises of various sizes at varying 

intervals with a variety of investor types.  The first element of the 

fundraising behaviour that was common to all businesses was 

that they secured funding from Enterprise Ireland, the Irish 

Government Agency that supports early stage businesses located 

in Ireland.  Enterprise Ireland invests in approximately 200 early 

stage companies in Ireland annually, based on careful investment 

appraisal of each business and the prospects of a high return on 

investment.  It is understood that Enterprise Ireland receives in 
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excess of 2,000 funding applications each year, out of which it 

invests in approximately 200 companies.  The maximum 

percentage shareholding that Enterprise Ireland can take in any 

one business is 10%.  Even with investment funding from 

Enterprise Ireland, it emerged that all of the companies only 

raised sufficient funds to enable them to the next important 

milestone, whether that was a new product release or a specific 

level of activity on the platform, after which they then raised 

additional funding, at a higher valuation.  Related to this, all of 

the companies could be described as extremely ‘cost conscious’ 

and went to great lengths to make their capital and resources 

stretch as far as possible.  None engaged in relatively expensive 

‘above the line’ advertising campaigns, for example.  The Founder 

of The Beauty Buddy (Case C) articulated this most succinctly 

when she stated: “We didn’t buy success.”  An example of the way 

in which The Beauty Buddy carefully managed their resources 

was the way in which they built a prototype of their app using a 

website called Proto.io, which is a prototyping platform that 

covers prototyping needs from early stage idea validation to fully 

animated, high fidelity, interactive prototypes.  For just $20, The 

Beauty Buddy was able to build their first iteration that enabled 

them to get low-cost feedback by simply sending focus group 

members a link to the prototype.  Similarly, the Founder of 

BuyMie highlighted that they survived on a budget of less than 

€100,000 for the first year, because of rigid adherence to fiscal 

disciple.     

 

In addition to tight cost control, it also emerged that a number of 

the companies were highly selective in the nature of the investors 

they bought into the business.  Grid Finance (Case A), for 

example, prioritised funding from investors who added value to 
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the business in ways other than purely the money invested.  An 

example of how they raised this, so-called ‘smart’ money, is when 

they raised funds from their own clients in a type of in-house 

crowdfunding campaign.  Institutional lenders who participated 

in the fundraising campaign therefore had a vested interest in the 

success of the platform and increased the level of business they 

did with the company.  BuyMie (Case E) managed to attract 

Unilever plc, the multinational consumer brands company, as an 

investor into the company.  In addition to bringing strategic 

advice, guidance and industry knowledge, this sent a signal to the 

investor market that BuyMie was having an impact in the 

industry and other investors followed from this.  This early 

fundraising success enabled the company to concentrate on the 

fundamental value proposition without spending excessive time 

fundraising and was an important contributory factor to the 

success of the company.    

 

Opinion amongst the Founders was divided in relation to the 

contribution that Enterprise Ireland made to the success of the 

business, outside of the pure financial investment.  Wellola (Case 

I), HouseMyDog (Case K) and Campsited (Case G) highly valued 

the introductions made by Enterprise Ireland in overseas 

markets and the Founders of all three companies argued this was 

an important success factor in the growth of their business.  

GirlCrew (Case J), on the other hand, were dissatisfied with the 

excessive level of bureaucracy when dealing with Enterprise 

Ireland, both before and after they become shareholders, and 

they were unable to identify any other ways in which Enterprise 

Ireland added value to their business.  Another perspective was 

presented by the Founder of The Beauty Buddy (Case C), who 
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said: “Success could have been achieved without Enterprise 

Ireland, but it would have taken a lot longer.” 

 

Finally, it is worth noting that it also emerged that six out of the 

eleven companies that participated in this research – Fleet, 

HouseMyDog, BuyMie, Campsited, Wellola and Grid – 

subsequently went on to complete equity crowdfunding 

campaigns, after their business had launched successfully and 

secured funding from the initial investors and Enterprise Ireland.  

While this finding is outside the scope of this research because it 

happened after the platforms had launched successfully, it would 

indicate that there is an appetite amongst private investors to 

purchase shares in platform businesses.  This is a possible future 

research area.     

 

5.3.11 Other Findings      

‘Fortunate timing’ was presented as a success factor by five of the 

eleven platforms analysed.  Grid Finance (Case A), for example, 

launched shortly after the global recession and the banking crisis 

in Ireland in 2012, when banks had effectively stopped lending to 

SMEs and alternative sources of funding were of greater 

importance than during the previous ten years.  The demand for 

the new funding made available from lenders on the Grid 

platform was therefore much greater than had there been no 

banking crisis.  BuyMie (Case E), similarly, benefited greatly from 

Amazon’s decision to purchase Whole Foods in 2017 and move 

into online grocery delivery because it was able to provide a 

similar turnkey delivery solution for large grocers in Ireland and 

the UK.  Timing and the macro economy have also been 

important success factors for the Sproose (Case H) platform.  The 

company first launched with just a Dry-Cleaning service and, 
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according to the Founder, revenues in Dry Cleaning are heavily 

affected by the strength or weakness of the overall economy.  The 

macro economy has been buoyant throughout the history of 

Sproose.  A positive outcome of this for Sproose is that 

corporates, following the leadership of Google, are spending a lot 

of money on improving the employee experience by addressing 

their needs.    The Founder of Wellola (Case I) also highlighted 

‘timing’ as an important success factor, both in terms of the 

macro market demand for a service of this nature as hospitals and 

surgeries struggled to cope with ‘in-person’ patient numbers, and 

also from a personal perspective in relation to her home 

environment.  Her husband had secured a permanent job as a tax 

advisor and this gave her the safety net of starting a new business 

venture without the risk of no income.   

 

The safety net of family support was also explained as a success 

factor by the Founder of Sproose (Case H), who highlighted that, 

due to favourable family circumstances, he had the luxury of 

being able to take the risks associated with establishing a start-up 

without the fear of losing everything.  He can fall back on his 

parents, in a worst-case scenario, and was able to borrow from 

his mother during the early stages of the business when the 

company was short of funds.  The Founder of Campsited (Case G) 

also highlighted the supportive family structure he had, which 

enabled him to take no salary for the first eighteen months, as his 

wife was earning a good income.   

 

Another theme that was common to a number of the platforms 

that formed part of this research was the formulation by the 

Founders of an Exit Strategy from the outset.  Prior to launching, 

the Founders of Grid (Case A) formulated an exit plan for the 
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shareholders and have adhered to this.  Specifically, they set out 

to build a platform that would ultimately be acquired by a bank 

or another large financial institution, who were looking to get into 

the peer-to-peer lending space.  The Founders of Fleet (Case B) 

adopted a similar strategy.  Having had a successful exit from a 

previous venture, the Fleet Founders formulated an exit plan for 

the platform, prior to launch.  Specifically, they set out to build a 

platform that would ultimately be acquired by an OEM (Original 

Equipment Manufacturer), as opposed to another peer-to-peer 

marketplace.  The Founder of HouseMyDog (Case K) also 

highlighted the independence of the platform as a success factor, 

but specifically in the context of their exit strategy.  “We don’t 

allow any third parties in, or anything like that,” he noted and 

related this to their eventual Exit plan and the importance of not 

being affiliated to a particular entity or other.  “Our likely exit will 

be in the form of an acquisition by a Tech comparable or a Pet 

Food company, but an IPO is also a possibility,” he stated. 

 

The final success factor stated by a number of Founders related 

to their ability to forecast the correct level of pricing for the two 

sides on the platform.  The Commission rate of 14.75% charged 

by BuyMie (Case E) has remained unchanged for over two years, 

following an initial trial period at a lower rate of 9% which proved 

unviable.  User research highlighted that consumers would be 

willing to pay a higher amount for faster delivery times resulted 

in the increase to 14.75% and the company has been accurately 

able to forecast the level of demand and customer acquisition 

rates at this price point and plan cash flow accordingly.  The 

ability to be able to accurately forecast demand at a particular 

price point has been an important success factor for the company.  

For Wellola (Case I), the decision in relation to pricing was a 



238 
 

combination of what the Founder thought the market could 

handle and the prices charged by competitors.  A flat fee per 

month to Clinicians was quickly replaced with a freemium model 

with several price points.  These prices have remained constant 

for over two years and the Founder credits their ability to forecast 

demand, based on these prices as a success factor. 

 

5.4 Chapter summary  

The purpose of the empirical research was to engage with 

Founders as the key decision-makers in Multi-Sided Platforms in 

Ireland to identify the characteristics and success factors of these 

enterprises to increase understanding as there is a lack of 

literature on the subject.  All of the selected Founders were 

responsible for devising and implementing the launch and 

growth strategies of these platforms, although the approaches 

adopted by each varied.  Each was able to articulate clearly the 

characteristics of their platform during the launch phase and 

pinpoint the success factors, both endogenous to the platform 

itself and also exogeneous, but within the confines of the 

business.  The explanations proffered by the Founders were 

compared to what has been reported in the extant literature and 

several issues reported in the literature were confirmed to also 

apply to the selected Multi-Sided Platforms in Ireland.   

 

The results indicate that access to a large network of personal and 

business contacts who can assume the role of early adopters is a 

critical success factor for Multi-Sided Platforms that do not have 

a large business promotion budget or a larger complementary 

business on which they can rely for liquidity.  Previous academic 

literature in relation to platform launch strategies has not 

recognised this.  Furthermore, the challenge in solving the 
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‘chicken and egg’ problem is complicated by the fact that not all 

‘chickens’ are equal in the eyes of early adopters, so Founders 

need to factor in the sequence in which the ‘chickens’ are brought 

on board.  Higher ‘quality’ chickens, whether that is due to a high 

reputation or pedigree, result in higher adoption rates by 

subsequent chickens and contribute to the success of the launch.  

Previous literature has not identified this consideration.   

 

To ensure platforms can respond quickly and appropriately to the 

needs of their end-users, it is essential for platform operators to 

design, build and own their own technology.  By extension, they 

must also own and have complete access to their own data, not 

just for internal decision-making, but also as a valuable asset to 

sell to third parties and/or form strategic alliances with third 

parties.   

 

Each of the platforms was the ‘first mover’ in its respective 

industry and each focused exclusively on the domestic Irish 

market during its launch phase.  Previous studies identified the 

micro market launch strategy – the focus on a single territory is a 

variation on this.  In every case, the entry of the platform into the 

market created new demand in that market and created 

uncontested market space that the platform was able to exploit by 

virtue of the fact it was able to unlock new supply.  This is 

consistent with earlier studies that showed that platforms 

increase overall demand in an industry.     

 

Whether by design or by default, adherence to the principles of 

the Lean Startup was common amongst all of the platforms that 

participated in this research.  Previous literature in relation to 

platform start-ups does not consider the extent to which new 
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platforms adopt these principles.  This is a novel finding and 

makes a contribution to the research in this field.  The Lean 

Startup methodology was first published in 2011 and achieved 

global exposure in business and entrepreneurship courses 

relatively quickly thereafter.  All of the startups investigated for 

this research started after 2011 and the founders would have been 

well informed about the principles of the Lean Startup through 

Enterprise Ireland and various incubator and accelerator 

programs in which they would have participated.   

 

This study also revealed the importance of platforms retaining 

their independence from third parties to avoid creating the 

impression of favouritism amongst participants.  Retaining their 

independence also affords Founders the maximum flexibility 

when it comes to negotiating their exit strategy.   

 

In contrast to earlier studies, there was no consistency amongst 

Founders in relation to specific platform features that were 

essential for the success of a platform.  While consumption filters 

and curation mechanisms were generally considered important, 

the role of incentives was downplayed by most Founders and 

more than half were unconcerned about their members engaging 

directly with each other, having first engaged on the platform.  

There was general agreement that ensuring members created 

long term value for themselves by frequent use of the platform 

was an important success factor.  Fastidious focus on the core 

transaction, to the exclusion of ‘edge’ transactions was a common 

success factor in platform design according to all Founders.  This 

finding is consistent with previous studies.   
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All platform businesses in this research secured investment 

funding from Enterprise Ireland, the state agency that supports 

early stage companies in Ireland.  While all Founders welcomed 

this funding at a critical stage in their evolution, some were 

dissatisfied with the onerous level of bureaucracy that came with 

the investment.  Others credited Enterprise Ireland with 

facilitating introductions in overseas markets and highlighted 

this as a success factor.  Outside of Enterprise Ireland, four 

Founders managed to secure ‘smart money’ from investors who 

contributed more than just the funds.       

 

The following section considers the implications of these findings 

and suggests avenues for future research based on the results 

presented in this chapter. 
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Conclusions & Further Research 

 

6 Conclusions & Further Research 

6.1 Introduction   

As outlined in the first chapter the purpose of this study was to 

engage with Founders of Multi-Sided Platforms, as the key 

decision-makers in Irish high-potential start-ups, to identify the 

characteristics and success factors of these enterprises given the 

lack of literature in this area.  The study had three objectives.  The 

first objective was to understand whether there were success 

factors common to these platforms, and if so, to identify and 

describe these in the context of the particular platforms.  If no 

discernible success factors could be identified, a related objective 

was to understand why not.  The second objective is to indicate 

the implications of the research results for Multi-Sided Platforms 

and their Founders, operators, academic researchers, investors 

and policy makers in order to improve entrepreneurial practice.  

This is one of the two fundamental questions of entrepreneurship 

(Bygrave, 2007).  The third objective of this study is to make 

recommendations for future research.  

 

This chapter addresses these objectives based on the empirical 

research and literature review prior and subsequent to the 

empirical research by providing a summary of the findings 

presented in Chapter 6, discussing the implications, revisiting the 

significance and contribution of the research and providing 

recommendations for future research. 
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6.2 Summary of Findings    

Important factors for the success of digital platforms can be 

derived from this case study research.  These include the right 

platform design and appropriate strategic business decisions, as 

well as the incorporation of specific platform features.  The 

purpose of this study was not statistical generalisability, which is 

a challenge in both interpretive research and in early-stage 

business research, as discussed in Chapter 1.  Due to the 

interpretive approach the results this research produced are 

highly contextual.  Even though the eleven platforms that 

participated in this research differ, clear patterns can be seen in 

terms of the way in which they launched and scaled during their 

formative years.  An ideal type of transaction-centric Multi-Sided 

Platform was then derived from these patterns, together with the 

strategic decisions common to successful platform businesses.  

This ideal type offers practical pointers for designing and setting 

up a transaction-centric digital platform.  It should be noted that 

this ideal type refers largely, but not exclusively, to B2C 

commerce as the platforms that participated in this research were 

all of this nature.   

 

A transaction-centric digital platform facilitates transactions, i.e. 

brings together supply and demand.  The ideal type of this 

platform offers users a suitable information and search function, 

an offer mechanism (e.g. auctions or parallel bidding) along with 

an appropriate rating mechanism to build up reputation.  The 

latter can help to secure the quality of the services traded on the 

platform.  The platform also uses pre-checks to ensure quality: 

only those suppliers who have passed the platform’s own check 

can offer products (goods and services) on the platform.  Laser 
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focus on the core transaction offered by the platform, to the 

exclusion of edge transactions, is essential.    

 

The ideal type of a transaction-centric digital platform is not 

integrated but is independent and sees itself as a neutral 

marketplace.  Strategic partnerships can sometimes have an 

adverse effect on how other players regard the platform’s 

independence.  It does not charge a fee for access to the platform 

and demands a share in the monetary transaction volume (use-

dependent fee or margin).  An asymmetric price structure is 

applied, i.e. the group that is more difficult to attract pays a lower 

price (or even nothing), and the volume-based fee is charged to 

just one group.  The Founder must be able to forecast the level of 

demand for the service at the price point offered, especially when 

it comes to achieving a critical mass.  

 

In order to solve the chicken and egg problem, the platform 

Founders first encourage their own personal connections to join 

the site and provide the initial activity and liquidity of the 

platform.  This provides comfort to later adopters who otherwise 

would be unlikely to engage with the platform.  To achieve this, 

Founders need to have a strong network of personal and business 

connections into which they can tap for support during the 

Launch phase.  Early adopters come from personal connections, 

who seed the platform.  Once the initial level of interactions has 

been facilitated, the Founders pro-actively promote the platform 

using a variety of marketing and PR initiatives to quickly build up 

the user numbers.  As part of the process of solving the chicken 

and egg problem, Founders must also first identify and attract the 

‘chickens’ that are most likely to demonstrate leadership and 



245 
 

encourage subsequent chickens to join the platform, i.e. all 

‘chickens’ are not equal.      

 

Platform validation should first be achieved in the Founders’ local 

or domestic market during the launch phase, prior to targeting 

markets further afield.  When setting up and designing the 

offering or the service of a digital platform, the starting point 

must be user needs or the ‘solution to the problem’ rather than 

the technology. The platform should solve a problem that could 

not otherwise be solved by a traditional, linear business and it 

should also be the first platform in the local market to do this.  As 

an early stage business, without the safety net of a wealthy parent 

business, adherence to the principles of the Lean Start-up is 

recommended, by adopting a combination of business-

hypothesis-driven experimentation, iterative product releases, 

user-led innovation and a validated learning-approach.   

 

In order to maximise shareholder value, the ownership of 

technology IP and platform data must reside within the firm.  

Moreover, potential investors prioritise these assets when 

considering whether to invest in a platform business or not.  

‘Real-time’ data intelligence is important for the platform to 

manage growth and adapt quickly to changing circumstances.  

State funding (from Enterprise Ireland) is not critical for success 

but does accelerate the growth rates of the platforms.  Where 

possible, platform Founders should secure early-stage 

investment funding from investors who can contribute expertise 

and relevant connections, in addition to just the capital.   

 

Borrowing the framework developed by Amit and Zott for the 

ways in which e-business transactions are enabled as the sources 
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of value creation in e-business, a new framework is developed 

based on the rich data obtained from case study analyses of 11 

multi-sided platforms in Ireland.     

 

The core elements of this framework are as follows: 

1. Personal Network Strategy: Importance of a Founder 

having a Personal/Business Network of their own. 

2. Value in the Data: Importance of Data generated by User 

Interaction. 

3. Proprietary Technology: Importance of Building 

Proprietary Technology - including data feeds and data analytics. 

4. Focus on the Local Market: Importance of Focusing 

Exclusively on the Local Market during the Launch Phase 

5. Use of the Lean Start-up: Importance of the use of the 

principles of the Lean Start-up. 
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Figure 3: Multi-Sided Platform Success Factors 

  

 

6.3 Implications       

This study examines the challenges faced by early-stage Multi-

Sided Platforms and provides theoretical and managerial insight 

on how these challenges can be addressed.  This is of benefit to 

scholars seeking to advance research on the strategic 

management of digital platforms and also to founders who can 

employ such knowledge when planning their platform business.   

 

To the author’s knowledge, this empirical study is the first to 

employ Case Study research to examine a relatively large number 
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(N=11) of platform start-ups.  The results revealed that Multi-

Sided Platforms can offer a wide variety of functionalities and 

features that reduce search costs or transaction costs and 

maximise the number of transactions on the platform.  The 

empirical results of the endogenous success factors of the 

platforms that participated in this research shows that this 

extends across filters, curation mechanisms, incentives, ratings 

and reviews, core and edge transactions, access criteria, 

governance criteria, payment mechanisms and legal contracts.  

For most of these features, the decision whether to include them 

or not comes down to a straightforward cost-benefit analysis.  If 

the cost of building and implementing the feature is less than the 

expected value to the various sides of the platform, and by 

extension, the value to the platform itself, then the feature should 

be included.  A complication in relation to design decisions arises 

when the introduction of a new feature doesn’t benefit all sides of 

the platform, or the platform itself.  While positive value may 

accrue to one side, this may result in negative value for the other 

side, even before the cost of developing and incorporating the 

new feature is taken into consideration.  In such circumstances 

where a strategic trade-off is required, it may be necessary for 

platform operators to suffer a short-term reduction in platform 

revenue in order to retain the interest of the side whose utility has 

been reduced by the introduction of the new feature.  In other 

words, design decisions should not be made entirely in favour of 

the side that is generating the largest share of the income on the 

platform.  A better approach would be to consider what is in the 

best long-term interests of the platform and solve any trade-off 

decisions on that basis.  By evaluating every significant design 

decision on the basis of the trade-off between the interests of the 
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sides of the platform, owner-operators can avoid making costly 

design mistakes and greatly increase the chances of success.              

 

Outside of the specific design elements of a Multi-Sided Platform, 

useful lessons can also be learnt from the experiences of the 11 

platform operators in relation to exogenous success factors.  The 

importance of having one’s own personal or business network to 

facilitate the initial transactions on the platform should 

encourage entrepreneurs to evaluate and quantify their own 

network as part of the pre-launch project appraisal process.  This 

should also motivate entrepreneurs to cultivate a broader 

network in the months leading up to platform launch.  The closely 

related success factor of identifying and attracting the right 

chicken first, as opposed to assuming that all chickens are equal, 

when solving the chicken and egg problem, has implications for 

the way in which platform entrepreneurs approach this critical 

challenge for all platforms.  Cultivating relationships with the 

right chickens in the months prior to launch is a strategy likely to 

produce dividends.  As was revealed in the findings, the 

importance of focusing first on the local domestic market during 

the launch phase of the platform has implications for both the 

location of the founders’ network, as well as the location of the 

first, key chickens to be brought on board.  For maximum effect, 

the founders are required to have a large network in their local 

territory and the all-important first, key chickens should also be 

located in the domestic territory. 

 

The importance of building and owning the technology on which 

the platform operates also has implications for platform 

operators.  They should be aware of the alternative codes that 

could be used to develop the platform and while high level 
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programming skills are not essential for success, entrepreneurs 

should at the very least be sufficiently conversant in the features, 

advantages and disadvantages of each of the alternative 

technologies in order to be able to credibly articulate the 

requirements to a developer and ensure value for money is being 

achieved.  By extension, the importance of proprietary data, both 

as an aid to effective decision-making and as an asset to sell to 

third parties, also has implications for platform operators.  They 

must quickly determine the key performance indicators on which 

decision-making relies and how to best source this date, in 

addition to learning which data is of greatest value to third parties 

and how it can be made available in a GDPR compliant 

environment.   

 

Each of the platforms that participated in this research was the 

first to market with their respective service in their own territory.  

While the absence of competition was highlighted by each 

entrepreneur as a success factor, of equal importance was the 

impact the arrival of the platform had on overall market demand 

for the service.  In each case the entry of the platform increased 

the size of the market.  A valid question that platform 

entrepreneurs should carefully consider before deciding to 

launch a new platform is whether their platform will increase or 

reduce market size and the extent to which the platform will be 

able to capture sufficient business to justify its existence.    

 

Adherence to the principles of the Lean Start-up as a success 

factor for each of the platforms offers useful guidance to platform 

entrepreneurs and argues that the starting point must be user 

needs or the ‘solution to the problem’, rather than a ‘build it and 

they will come’ philosophy.  Founders of independent platforms 
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must therefore begin with the customers in the form of interviews 

and research discovery, before building a Minimum Viable 

Product and then testing and iterating quickly.  This results in less 

waste and a better product market fit.  Platform founders should 

familiarise themselves with the teachings of the Lean Start-up.   

Certain external investors can contribute more to a platform 

business than just the growth capital they invest.  Introductions 

to new sources of business, strategic advice and access to other 

investors can add incremental value beyond the money invested 

and highlight the importance to platform founders of identifying 

the right type of investor.   

 

In addition to making plans to attract the right type of investor, 

the results suggest that platform founders should give serious 

consideration to their exit strategy from the outset and design the 

platform with this in mind.  Clarity of thought in relation to the 

type of organisation that could ultimately acquire the platform 

leads to clarity of thought in relation to platform design.        

 

6.4 Contribution of Findings to Previous 

Literature   

The previous section indicates the implications of this study; this 

section provides an overview of the contributions of this research 

to the body of knowledge and to practice.  Through analysis and 

interpretation of the findings together with prior literature, a 

series of implications was identified that can potentially improve 

entrepreneurial practice amongst similar Multi-Sided Platforms 

to increase the competitiveness of this vital sector of the economy 

and providing a basis for further research.  By employing an 

interpretive approach this thesis answers the call of Grant and 
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Perrin (2002) to move beyond the positivist “paradigmatic cage” 

in entrepreneurship research.  Relevance of the research 

objectives and question(s) to practice is important in interpretive 

research and this study sought to be relevant to Multi-Sided 

Platform operators, as well as to academic researchers. 

 

The findings from this case study research highlight the 

importance of entrepreneurs having a personal and business 

network of their own in order to successfully launch a Multi-

Sided Platform.  This is consistent with Srinivasan and 

Venkatraman (2018) who argue that “relationship capital is vital 

for digital entrepreneurial success”.  They further state that 

personal relationships and stable business networks are 

increasingly important for digital entrepreneurs to build 

legitimacy for their business and assemble resources necessary to 

conduct business activities.  Spiegel et al. (2016) also identify the 

importance of a network when they state that “another step to 

foster success of a digital start-up in an early stage is to start 

networking and building up valuable social capital, whereby 

those network partners acquired throughout the career of the 

entrepreneur are most crucial.”  The findings from this research 

extend the findings of previous research and argue that having 

and exploiting a personal and business network can in fact be a 

launch strategy in itself for Multi-Sided Platforms, something 

that has not previously been articulated in the literature on 

launch strategies for businesses of this nature.  Choudary (2017) 

offers the following eight launch strategies for Multi-Sided 

Platforms: (1) ‘follow the rabbit’, (2) ‘piggyback’, (3) seeding, (4) 

‘marquee’, (5) single side, (6) ‘producer evangelism’, (7) ‘big bang’ 

adoption, (8) ‘micro-market’.  To this, a ninth launch strategy can 

be added – the Personal Network Strategy.  Entrepreneurs with a 
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sufficiently large and diverse network of their own can use this 

Personal Network Strategy to launch a Multi-Sided Platform, 

after which later adopters can take the platform to the next level 

of scale. 

 

The findings from this research show that data derived from user 

interaction on the platform increased the value of all platforms, 

in many cases not simply for internal use, but also in making the 

platform more appealing to external parties.  This extends the 

findings of Hair et al. (2012), who argued that “Digital 

environments, where consumers and businesses interact with 

each other, provide companies with a considerable amount of 

information, which they can exploit for their own purposes.  The 

access to this huge amount of information gives entrepreneurs 

the possibility to exactly analyse what potential customers are 

looking for.  Traditional non-digital entrepreneurs do not have 

access to comparable information on which to make decisions.”  

Kraus et al. (2019) concur with Hair et al. (2012) but add: “By 

using data and algorithms, digital companies can even identify 

user needs before (potential) customers are aware of it or 

manipulate consumer behaviour and attitudes, such as by 

selective, customised advertising.  For this reason, digital 

information and its management is not only the source of digital 

entrepreneurship but should also be its continuous driver.”  

Dutot and Van Horne (2015) find that digital technology is used 

to acquire and store information, which can boost innovation 

within the organisation.  All 11 of the platform operators 

interviewed as part of this research highlight the value of data to 

the success of their platform, but the research also revealed that 

this data has value to external parties which further increases the 

value of platform businesses.  For example, Fleet, the person-to-
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person car sharing app, generated data about driver behaviour 

that was very valuable to insurance companies – their 

relationship with the insurance company Aviva was instrumental 

in the growth of the platform during the launch phase and would 

not have happened without the Fleet data to which Aviva wanted 

access.  BuyMie, the on-demand grocery shopping app, produced 

data about consumer buying behaviour that was of great interest 

to the large grocery stores.  Beagle Bid, the property auction 

platform, generated data about house buyer behaviour that was 

valuable to real estate agents.  In each of these cases, the data 

greatly increased the value of the platform, over and above the 

activity generated within the bounds of the platform itself.  By 

demonstrating that data generates value to a platform business, 

over and above that which it uses to make operational and 

strategic decisions in running the platform, this research adds to 

the literature on the importance of proprietary data to a Multi-

Sided Platform.  Furthermore, to ensure they had comprehensive 

and immediate access to their critical data points, it emerged 

from the research that every one of the platform businesses built 

their own technology, including the data feeds and analytics.  

GirlCrew, the social media platform for women, initially launched 

using Facebook Groups but quickly realised how important it was 

to have access to their own data, and quickly built their own 

platform inhouse.  Access to proprietary data dictated this 

decision.   

 

According to Srinivasan and Venkatraman (2018), Multi-Sided 

Platform success does not solely depend on the business itself, 

but rather on the architectural and technology decisions a 

platform company takes.  They argue that a strong reputation and 

good positioning are important, and that limited success can be 
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achieved without these.  The uniqueness of the offers provided on 

the platform compared to competitors is a major contributor to 

success as well.  Design parameters, be it technologically or 

architecturally, are major influencing factors towards 

entrepreneurial opportunities regarding the interactions with the 

digital ecosystem.  The findings from this empirical research 

show that Founders each decided that the most effective way to 

ensure they had full control over the architectural and technology 

design parameters and the uniqueness of the offers provided on 

the platform was to build the platforms themselves with their own 

in-house developers.   

Every business designed and built the technology on which their 

platform operated and retained control of the associated 

Intellectual Property, as opposed to relying on a third-party IT 

Development Company.    

 

All of the businesses that participated in this research adhered to 

the principles of The Lean Startup, specifically in relation to the 

development of a Minimum Viable Product and the use of the 

Build-Measure-Learn customer feedback loop, during their 

launch phases.  This is consistent with Ojala (2016), who argues 

that, due to high levels of uncertainty, continuous feedback from 

the market, rapid development of products, services, 

infrastructure and feedback loops are ways to strip out some of 

risks associated with launching a new platform.  This finding is 

also consistent with Nambisan, (2017), who states that digital 

technologies make it possible to create, modify and repeat 

product development phases much quicker than before.  

Experimentation and implementation processes are accelerated 

in today’s digital economies and restart within much shorter 

periods. Today’s digital entrepreneurs, compared to traditional 
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entrepreneurs, do not follow a predefined blueprint or highly 

defined business plan.  Rather, the behaviour and decisions of a 

digital entrepreneur get shaped throughout the whole 

entrepreneurial process.  Continuing evolution of technology and 

on-going interactions with the digital economy initiate, create 

and change the digital entrepreneurial process many times.  

Effectuation processes get created through interactions and 

foster other entrepreneurial ideas.  Kraus et al (2019) support this 

when they state: “Being willing to change things and staying agile 

through the trial-and-error business development phase is 

crucial.”   

This is also consistent with Hair et al. (2012) who consider the 

success of digital platforms in terms of addressing the needs of 

the end users and argue that market orientation (i.e. meeting 

customer demands with the business operations) is one of the 

most vital issues in a start-up business.  Electronic communities 

offer great possibilities to sense peoples’ demands and whether 

an entrepreneur’s strategy is on track with innovation activities 

and business development.  While previous authors have 

identified many of the elements of The Lean Startup as playing an 

important role in the evolution of Multi-Sided Platforms, this is 

the first research to explicitly credit the methodology as 

articulated in The Lean Startup as a factor contributing to their 

success.   

The findings from this research highlight the importance for 

platform operators to focus exclusively on the Core Transaction 

during the launch phase, so as to maximise the number of 

interactions and to ensure end users are not distracted by ‘edge’ 

interactions on the platform.  This is consistent with  

Olleros (2008) who connects the structure of the core to the 

platform’s ability to scale and evolve over time and he argues that 



257 
 

a heavy core hinders rapid scalability and growth, while a lean 

core enables rapid development.  Staykova and Damsgaard 

(2015) stated that “The number of features and functionalities 

which a platform offers can vary throughout its evolution.”  Hagiu 

(2014) previously argued that “The decision about which features 

to include at what stage of the evolution of the platform (main 

feature vs. additional) is a strategic one and amenable to a 

straightforward cost-benefit analysis.”  Only those features that 

deliver a positive cost-benefit analysis should be incorporated in 

the architecture of the platform.  This leads to a situation where 

platform operators must decide whether to limit the offering 

purely to the Core transaction or whether edge transactions 

should also be included.  The empirical findings from this 

research demonstrate that platform operators limited their 

offering to the Core transaction and avoided the introduction of 

edge transactions that could distract users from the most 

important interaction on the platform.         

 

It emerged from the interviews with the Founders that all of the 

businesses focused exclusively on the Irish market during their 

launch phase.  As such, there were no ‘Born Globals’, and it was 

only after the launch phase that they began to explore expansion 

opportunities in overseas markets.  Several studies (e.g., Halikias 

& Panayotopoulou, [2003]; Cox and Wicks, [2011]) showed that 

the international speed of SMEs was influenced by their 

entrepreneurs’ international experience.  The entrepreneurs with 

more international work experience were more likely to lead their 

businesses into global markets (Carroll and Shabana, [2010]).  

According to Santos and Ruffin ([2010]), the international 

experience of entrepreneurs is linked to the way they use global 

information and analyse the international environment in order 
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to exploit new opportunities.  Recent studies have found that 

entrepreneurs’ international experience effects on the 

internationalisation speed of their businesses.  Ziyae et al., (2014) 

examined the rate at which entrepreneurs achieved success in 

international markets and concluded that international 

experience of the entrepreneur plays a critical role for success.  

Entrepreneurs who spent time abroad tend to exploit 

international possibilities much faster than others.  Of the 11 

Founders who participated in this research, only one – Andrea 

Linehan, Grid Finance – had more than 12 months international 

work experience.  The findings of this research are therefore 

consistent with previous research into the speed of 

internationalisation of early-stage platform enterprises and 

explain why Founders prioritised their local Irish market before 

looking to expand into international markets.  The findings add 

to the literature in this field by highlighting the importance of 

achieving platform success in a local market before looking to 

international markets.     

 

Pricing is considered to be one of the key issues when designing 

a platform’s business model (Eisenmann et al., 2011).  Rochet and 

Tirole (2003) point out that the choice of a business model (or the 

pricing) which will get both sides on board is the key to the 

success of a platform.  The findings from this research 

acknowledge that pricing is important but do not support the 

view that it is “the key to success of the platform.”  Not a single 

one of the 11 Founders interviewed as part of this research 

prioritised ‘pricing’ as a key success factor.  Devan Hughes, 

Founder of BuyMie, for example, stated that the ability to forecast 

demand at a specific price, as opposed to setting the initial price 

itself, was an important success factor.  A likely explanation for 
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this is that all of the platforms that participated in this research 

enjoyed ‘first mover’ advantage in their respective market and 

hence had no direct competition for the service they provided.  

Users were therefore likely to be less price-sensitive than if they 

had heavy competition for their service.  However, a new finding 

in relation to pricing that did emerge from this research related 

to the stability of pricing on the platforms once the initial price 

had been established.  The absence of price tinkering by any of 

the platform operators argues that the ability to determine the 

optimum price at the outset is an important success factor, 

something that has not been articulated in previous literature.           

 

The findings from this research revealed there was no consistency 

amongst the businesses about specific platform features that 

were essential for success.  The success of some platforms, such 

as Fleet and HouseMyDog, relied heavily on consumption filters, 

while others, such as BeagleBid placed no importance at all on 

consumption filters.  Curation mechanisms, on the other hand, 

were of high importance for Campsited and Sproose, but were 

only of medium importance for Glissed and GirlCrew.  Incentives 

to encourage users to transact were important success factors for 

HouseMyDog and Fleet, but for Grid and Wellola incentives 

played no role in the success of the platform.  For HouseMyDog 

and Glissed, off-platform opportunities were important to the 

success of the platform, but for Sproose and Glissed they were of 

low importance.  Features that resulted in persistent value 

creation were important for Wellola and Beauty Buddy, but were 

of low importance to Campsited.  This is consistent with 

Nambisan (2017), who states that the technological possibilities 

offered by the infrastructure are less important than the purpose 

or intent for which the entrepreneur acts in a respective digital 



260 
 

infrastructure in explaining why various entrepreneurs come up 

with different ideas within the same digital media.  The findings 

are also consistent with von Engelhardt et al (2017) who studied 

the design and strategic approaches of digital platforms in 

Germany.  They found that the market dynamic in the field of 

digital platforms is subject to its own specific characteristics and 

laws which differ completely from non-digital market structures 

without platforms.  To identify clear-cut patterns of digital 

platform design, they determined that “a crucial factor for the 

success of a platform is that it must provide standardised 

handling of interaction between many different players so that 

transaction costs can be significantly reduced compared to 

traditional business relationships.”  The findings are also 

consistent with Sussan and Acs (2017), who argue that the ability 

to connect customers of different groups with each other at vastly 

decreasing transaction costs is the core competence of recently 

successful ventures, supported by the innovative digital 

ecosystem governance and business ecosystem management.   

 

Zaheer et al. (2018) highlighted the entrepreneur’s experience 

and education as well as vision, purpose, values, timing and focus 

as factors directly linked to Multi-Sided Platform success.  Family 

background, personal commitment, motivation and knowledge 

as well as personal skills related to the industry and industrial 

sector are important factors contributing to entrepreneurial 

success.  To this, another success factor emerged in the findings, 

namely the importance of a supportive family environment, 

specifically financial support.  The Founder of Sproose relied on 

a loan from his mother to ensure the business could meet its 

liabilities during the launch phase, while the Founder of Wellola 

stated that her platform would not have been a success during the 
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launch phase without the financial support of her husband, a tax 

advisor, who was in full-time employment.  This finding extends 

the views of Dy et al. (2017) who found that, despite arguments 

that the digital environment lowers barriers to enter 

entrepreneurship, social hierarchies or rather social inequalities 

limit the possibility to become a digital entrepreneur.  Obstacles 

to become an entrepreneur that exist offline regarding social 

structures are equally present in online activities towards 

becoming an entrepreneur.   

 

Another problem, which arises through the high level of 

uncertainty for early stage platform start-ups, is the difficulty to 

find appropriate investors that provide the business with vital 

money.  Each of the 11 platforms that participated in this research 

launched as independent operators with relatively limited 

financial resources and kept a very tight control on costs during 

their formative years.  This is consistent with Hair et al. (2012), 

who argue that digital ventures are dramatically easier to found 

than traditional ventures due to vastly decreased transaction 

costs in the digital economy.  A common characteristic of each of 

the 11 platforms that participated in this research was that they 

all secured investment funding from Enterprise Ireland, the State 

organisation that supports Irish start-ups.  Srinivasan and 

Venkatraman (2018) suggest building up close relationships and 

getting support of high-status people in order to create legitimacy 

for the business model. This might help to get investors to invest 

in the business, as many investors trust the voice of prominent 

people.  However, the findings from this research show that while 

external investors were essential to the success of all platforms, 

there was no consistency about the value of the contribution 

made by Enterprise Ireland, either as an investor or as a support 
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for the platform business.  Where the findings from this research 

do add to the literature in this area relates to importance of 

‘smart’ investment funding to the success of the platform.  Grid 

Finance, for example, raised funds from institutional investors 

who also provided lending liquidity on the platform, something 

which greatly contributed to the success of the platform during 

the launch phase.  BuyMie, similarly, secured funding from 

Unilever plc, the multinational consumer brands company, as an 

investor into the company.  In addition to bringing strategic 

advice, guidance and industry knowledge, this sent a signal to the 

investor market that BuyMie was having an impact in the 

industry and other investors followed from this.    

 

6.5 Suggestions for Further Research   

This multiple case-study analysis advances research in multi-

sided platforms.  Nevertheless, opportunities for further research 

arise from addressing methodological limitations, expanding the 

scope of the study and from the findings.  A future study can 

therefore adopt a more rigorous, positivist approach to data 

collection from a larger number of Multi-Sided Platforms using 

propositions or hypotheses generated from the findings of this 

study.  Conducting follow-up studies to explore the 

characteristics and success factors of Multi-Sided Platforms in 

the selected platforms would further increase understanding if 

participation can be secured.  Exploring the success factors of 

Multi-Sided Platforms in other areas, such as in B2B industries 

or for data-centric platforms, would broaden understanding of 

the strategies adopted by Founders in competitive environments.  

The research scope can also be expanded into other countries 

with different market dynamics, including state subsidies and 

high-speed internet penetration.  The findings from this research 
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and the implications also suggest a number of avenues for further 

research and work.  An action research methodology (Baskerville, 

1999) can be used to analyse launch strategies within digital 

platforms to investigate different solutions in more depth similar 

to Kamal et al. (2011).  Such research can determine whether 

specific launch strategies can be successfully implemented to 

inform decision-making in Multi-Sided Platforms and to improve 

the likelihood of success from such an implementation and 

identify shortcomings in the strategy, if any.  Such interventions 

can also be used to develop case studies since case studies are 

considered more persuasive to Founders of small and medium 

sized enterprises than theoretical discussions (Storey in Levy and 

Powell, 2005:viii) as well as best practices that can be shared with 

Founders of digital platforms.   

 

As platforms move beyond their launch phase and achieve critical 

mass in terms of user numbers, how will they manage the 

challenge of maintaining quality in their user base?  Some well-

known platforms, such as Friendster and Chatroulette, 

experienced sudden and dramatic collapses in user numbers and 

activity as a result of failures to manage the quality of exchanges 

on their platform.  One useful area of future research relating to 

the platforms examined in this study would be to see how they 

managed the quality of transactions on their platforms as the 

activity on the platform scaled.  Another area that requires 

further examination is the extent to which platforms efficiently 

provide users with network effects.  Additional case studies 

within other countries need to be completed to provide additional 

external validity to the findings of this research.   
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This study focused solely on platforms that achieved a certain 

amount of success, at least up to the point at which the research 

ended.  Further empirical research could examine platforms that 

failed to ignite, and the reasons behind this failure.  Whereas it is 

far from realistic to one day produce a formula that leads to 

successful platforms, research can support entrepreneurs and 

companies in seeing patterns of good practices and in learning 

from the failure and mistakes of other platforms.  It also becomes 

clear that many contingencies can affect platform business and 

that platform performance is highly context dependent.  

Ultimately, the launch of a multi-sided platform is an 

entrepreneurial adventure that bears the traditional risks that 

come with the creation of new ventures.  As is the case with most 

things in life, success is not deterministic.    
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Appendix A – Glossary of Terms 

 

Adjacent platforms: Platforms that serve similar or overlapping 

user bases.   Application programming interface (API): A 

standardised set of routines, protocols, and tools for building 

software applications that make it easy for an outside 

programmer to write code that will connect seamlessly with the 

platform infrastructure.   

Core Transaction: The single most important form of activity that 

takes place on a platform – the exchange of value that attracts 

most users to the platform in the first place.  Therefore, platform 

design generally starts with the design of the core transaction.  

The core transaction involves 3 key components: the participants, 

the value unit, and the filter.  All three must be clearly identified 

and carefully designed to make the core transaction as easy, 

attractive, and valuable to users as possible. 

Cross-Side Effects: In a two-sided market, network effects 

created by the impact of user from one of the market on users 

from the other side of the market – for example, the effects that 

consumers have on producers and the effects that producers have 

one consumers.  Cross-side effects can be positive or negative, 

depending on the design of the system and the rules put in place. 

Curation: The process by which a platform filters, controls and 

limits the access of users to the platform, the activities they 

participate in and the connections they form with other users.  

When the quality of a platform is effectively curated, users find it 

easy to make matches that produce significant value for them; 

when curation is non-existent or poorly handled, users find it 

difficult to identify potentially valuable matches amid a flood of 

worthless matches.   
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Edge Transaction: A form of activity that takes place on a 

platform, other than the Core Transaction.     

Feedback Loop: In platforms, any pattern of interactions that 

serve to create a constant stream of self-reinforcing activity.  In 

the typical feedback loop, a low of value units is delivered to the 

participant which generates a response from him or her.  If the 

units are relevant and interesting, the user will be drawn to the 

platform repeatedly, generating a further flow of value units and 

prompting more interactions.  Effective feedback loops help to 

swell the network, increase value creation, and enhance network 

effects.   

Filter: An algorithmic, software-based tool used by the platform 

to enable the exchange of appropriate units of information 

between users.  A well-designed filter ensures that platform users 

receive only units of information that are relevant and valuable to 

them; a poorly designed filter (or no filter at all) means users may 

be flooded with units of information they find irrelevant and 

valueless, driving them to abandon the platform.   

Frictionless Entry: The ability of users to quickly and easily join a 

platform and begin participating in the value creation that the 

platform facilitates.  Frictionless entry is a key factor in enabling 

a platform to grow rapidly.   

Linear Value Chain:  See Pipeline 

Liquidity: A state in which there are a minimum number of 

producers and consumers in a platform marketplace and a high 

level of interactions taking place.  When liquidity is achieved, 

interaction failure is minimised, and the intent of users to interact 

is consistently satisfied within a reasonable period of time.  

Achieving liquidity is the first and most important milestone in 

the lifecycle of a platform.   
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Market aggregation: The process whereby platforms provide 

centralised markets to serve widely dispersed individuals and 

organisations.  Market aggregation provides information and 

power to platform users who formally engaged in interactions in 

a haphazard fashion, often without access to reliable or up-to-

date market data.   

Matching quality: The accuracy of the search algorithm and the 

intuitiveness of the navigation tools offered to users as they seek 

others with whom they can engage in value-creating interactions.  

Matching quality is critical to delivering value and stimulating the 

long-term growth and success of a platform.  It is achieved 

through excellence in product or service curation.     

Multihoming: The phenomenon of users engaging in similar 

types of interaction on more than one platform.   

Network Effects: The impact that the number of users of a 

platform has on the value created for each user.  Positive network 

effects refers to the ability of a large, well-managed platform 

community to produce significant value for each user of the 

platform.  Negative network effects refers to the possibility that 

the growth in numbers of a poorly managed platform community 

can reduce the value produced for each user.   

Pipeline: The structure of a traditional (non-platform) business, 

in which a firm first designs a product or service, then 

manufactures the products and offers it for sale or puts in place a 

system to deliver the service.  Finally, a customer shows up and 

purchases the product or service.  This step-by-step arrangement 

for creating and transferring value can be viewed as a kind of a 

pipeline with producers at one end consumers at the other.  Also 

known as linear value chain.     

Platform: A business based on enabling value-creating 

interactions between external consumers and producers.  The 
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platform provides an open, participative infrastructure for these 

interactions and sets governance conditions for them.  The 

platform’s overarching purpose: to consummate matches among 

users and facilitate the exchange of goods, services or social 

currency, thereby enabling value creation for all participants.   

Platform envelopment: The process whereby one platform 

effectively absorbs the functions – the user-base – of an adjacent 

platform.   

Price effects: The power of extremely low prices for goods or 

services to (temporarily) attract consumers and lead to rapid 

growth of a business.  Not to be confused with network effects. 

Re-intermediation: The process whereby platforms introduce 

new kinds of middlemen into markets.  Typically, re-

intermediation involves replacing non-scalable and inefficient 

agent intermediaries with online, often automated tools and 

systems that offer valuable new goods and services to participants 

on both sides of the platform.    

Same-side effects: In a two-sided market, network effects created 

by the impact of users from one side of the market on other users 

from the same side of the market – for example, the effects that 

consumers have on other consumers and the effects that 

producers have on other producers.  Same-side effects can be 

positive or negative depending on the design of the system and 

the rules put in place. 

Sharing economy: The growing sector of the economy in which 

products, services and resources are shared among people and 

organisations rather than having their availability limited to one 

proprietor.  Often facilitated by platform businesses, sharing 

economy systems have the potential to unlock hidden or 

untapped sources of value and to reduce waste.   



295 
 

Side switching: The phenomenon of platform users from one side 

of the platform joining the opposite side – for example when 

those who consume goods or services produced on the platform 

begin to produce goods and services for others to consume.  On 

some platforms, users engage in side switching easily and 

repeatedly.   

Switching: The abandonment by users of one platform in favour 

of another.   

Switching costs: The costs incurred by users when they abandon 

one platform in favour of another.  These may be financial costs 

(for example, cancellation fees), or costs in terms of time, effort 

and inconvenience (for example, the need to move information 

files from one platform to another).   

Value unit: The most basic item of value that may be exchanged 

by users on a platform – for example, a photo on Instagram, a 

video of YouTube, a craft product on Etsy, or a freelance project 

on Upwork.  When a value unit is spreadable, it can be easily 

distributed by users both on and off the platform, thereby helping 

to fuel viral growth.   

Viral Growth: A pull-based process that encourages users to 

spread the word about the platform to other potential users.  

When users themselves encourage others to join the network, the 

network becomes the driver of its own growth.   

Virality: The tendency of an idea or brand to be circulated rapidly 

and widely from one internet user to another.  Virality can attract 

people to a network but network effects keep them there.  Virality 

is about stimulating growth among people off-platform, while 

networks are about increasing value among people on-platform. 

Winner-take-all market: A market in which specific forces 

conspire to encourage users to gravitate toward one platform and 

to abandon others.  The four forces that most often chanracterise 
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winner-take-all markets are supply economies of scale, strong 

network effects, high multi-homing or switching costs, and lack 

of niche specialisations.   

(Source: Platform Revolution; 2016; by Geoffrey G Parker, 

Marshall Van Alstyne and Sangeet Paul Choudary.)  
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Appendix B – Rejected Cases 

 

PhD Rejected Cases 

 

In addition to the eleven platforms that participated in this study, 

first interviews were carried out with the Founders of an 

additional five platforms.  While each of these platforms satisfied 

the first criterion for inclusion in the sample, namely that they all 

secured investment funding from Enterprise Ireland, the state 

agency that supports early stage businesses in Ireland, each was 

excluded from the study.  A description of each business is 

provided here, together with an explanation as to why the 

business was excluded from the research. 

 

1. BorrowFox 

Company Profile 

BorowFox is a Dublin-based peer-to-peer marketplace for 

filmmakers, photographers, and creatives.  Members can rent 

camera equipment, spaces, and resources directly to and from 

other local professionals.  The idea behind the service is to help 

creatives access world-class equipment at lower rental fees and 

earn an income from their unused gear.  The company was 

established in November 2015 and completed its first transaction 

in December 2017.  The two sides of the platform are equipment 

owners who rent out their high-spec video cameras to renters on 

a short-term basis.  The core transaction on the platform is the 

facilitation of borrowing transactions between the two sides.  The 

revenue model is the success fee of 12.5% of the transaction cost 

that is charged to both sides of the market.  Enterprise Ireland 

invested €100,000 in BorrowFox.    
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Reasons for Rejecting the Case 

In October 2019 ShareGrid, the U.S.-based marketplace for 

sharing, buying and selling film and photography equipment, 

acquired BorrowFox as part of its international expansion plans.  

While this was a successful exit for the Founder of BorrowFox, it 

wasn’t possible to schedule a second interview to explore the 

success factors of the platform.   

 

2. Kollect 

Company Profile 

Kollect is a Waterford-based on-demand waste disposal 

company.  It operates through the Waste Collection and Waste 

Drop-off segments. The Waste Collection segment offers 

domestic waste collection, commercial waste collection, 

container hire, and removal of items such as furniture, 

mattresses, and other large items through its online platform. 

The Waste Drop-off segment provides large, smart compactor 

bins, installed at different convenient locations throughout 

Ireland.  The company was established in April 2014 and 

completed its first transaction in December 2015.  Enterprise 

Ireland invested €140,000 in Kollect.  The company floated on 

the OMX Nordic Exchange, Stockholm in October 2019.     

 

Reasons for Rejecting the Case 

While the company does connect two distinct market segments, 

there is no mechanism by which the two sides can engage with 

each other directly.  Instead, Kollect facilitates the connectivity 

between the two sides, based on supply and demand.  It therefore 

fails the test of a classic marketplace for buyers and sellers.   

 

3. Skytango 
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Company Profile 

Skytango is an online platform for the buying and selling of drone 

video footage.  The platform caters for enterprise clients who 

manage teams of drone pilots whether in construction or as first 

responders, to independent pilots who hire out their services 

ranging from land survey to video and television production as 

well as city managers who have a growing need to manage drone 

operations within city limits.  The company was launched in 

August 2015 and completed its first transaction in October 2015.  

The two sides of the platform are drone owners and companies or 

individuals looking for video footage that could best be captured 

using a drone.  The core transaction is the facilitation of 

connections between these two sides and the revenue model is a 

variable percentage of the fees paid to the drone owners.  

Enterprise Ireland invested €50,000 in SkyTango.         

 

Reasons for Rejecting the Case 

The company suspended operations in 2018 until an appropriate 

compliance and regulatory regime for the operation of drones in 

Ireland is devised and implemented.     

 

4. Speakus 

Company Profile 

Speakus is a Wexford-based Interpretation Delivery Platform.  It 

connects conference attendees looking for real-time language 

interpretation with native translators.  Interpreters may operate 

remotely from cost-effective locations and the audience receives 

interpretation to their mobile devices.  Enterprise Ireland 

invested €50,000 in Speakus.   

 

Reasons for Rejecting the Case 
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While the company does connect two distinct market segments, 

there is no mechanism by which the two sides can engage with 

each other directly.  Instead, Speakus facilitates the connectivity 

between the two sides, based on supply and demand.  It therefore 

fails the test of a classic marketplace for buyers and sellers. 

 

5. WeSavvy 

Company Profile 

WeSavvy was a digital insurance platform that gives insurance 

customers the ability to get cash points on their insurance 

premium with their everyday activities, just by walking, running 

or cycling. Through its service offering, WeSavvy was the first 

platform to deliver insurance as a vehicle for personal and social 

empowerment.  Enterprise Ireland invested €165,000 in 

WeSavvy.   

 

Reasons for Rejecting this Case 

The founder of WeSavvy was offered a job with a large 

accountancy practise and the platform ceased operations at that 

time.   
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Table 5 – Rejected Cases 

 

 

Table 5: Rejected Cases 

 

 

 

Company Nature of Business Interviewee Job Title Interview Date Reason for Rejecting

BorrowFox P2P Camera Rental Marketplace Arthur Pierse CEO / Founder 4 October 2018

Company acquired.  No access to 

further data.

Kollect On Demand Waste Disposal Robbie Skuse CMO / Co-Founder 22 August 2018 Business Model Changed 

SkyTango Drone Video Content Marketplace Susan Talbot CEO / Founder 15 August 2018

Suspended operations until regulatory 

regime changes.

Speakus Language Interpretation Platform Alex Gusev CEO / Founder 12 October 2018 Business Model Changed 

WeSavvy Insurance Rewards Platform Hesus Inoma CEO / Founder 11 September 2018

Founder quit to pursue another 

opportunity.
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Appendix C – Interview Questionnaire 1 

 

Interview Protocol and Questions 

Instructions 

1. (Opening) My name is Conor Foley, PhD Student at Trinity 

College Dublin.  Thank you for taking the time for this interview. 

2. (Purpose and Composition) This interview involves four 

parts. The first part relates to background information about your 

platform, the market in which it operates and relevant metrics for 

your platform.  I will ask you about the way in which your 

platform facilitates interactions between your users. 

The second part relates to the way in which you launched your 

platform, particularly the way in which you targeted each side of 

your platform.    

The third section relates to features or elements that may or may 

not have been present on your platform during the launch phase, 

in order to understand the conditions required for a platform to 

achieve sustainable competitive advantage.   

The fourth and final section concerns the degree to which you 

may have achieved sustainable competitive advantage and how 

this may manifest itself.     

3. (Time Line) The interview should take about 90 minutes. 

There are no right or wrong, or desirable or undesirable answers. 

I would like you to feel comfortable about saying what you really 

think and how you really feel. 

Tape Recorder Instructions 

If it is okay with you, I will be tape-recording our conversation. 

The purpose of this is so that I am able to record all the necessary 

details whilst carrying on an attentive conversation with you. I 

assure you that all the information you provide will be 

confidential and used only for the purposes of this study. The data 
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will be collected and stored in accordance with the Data 

Protection Act and will be disposed of in a secure manner. 

Preamble/Consent Form Instructions 

Before we get started, please take a few minutes to read and sign 

the participant information sheet.  

Interviewee Background Inquiries 

1. What is your name? 

2. What is your Job Title and role within the organisation? 

 

SECTION 1: Platform Background 

1. When was your company established? 

2. When did your platform complete its first transaction? 

3. Who are the ‘sides’ to your platform?  Is it Two-Sided or 

Multi-Sided? 

4. What is the Core Interaction on your Platform? 

5. (Do you have any Edge Interactions?) 

6. What is your Revenue Model?  (Has it changed or always 

been the same?) 

7. What are the Marginal Costs of Production and 

Distribution on the platform? 

8. What is unique about your Platform?   

9. What competition do you have for your service? 

a) In Ireland 

b) Overseas 

10. What % market share do you believe you have? 

11. What would you estimate is the ARPU (Average Revenue 

Per User) of each side on your platform? 

a) Producers 

b) Consumers 

12. How many Registered Users do you have on the Platform? 

a) Producers 
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b) Consumers 

13. How many Monthly Active Users for you have on the 

Platform? 

14. Can you describe the pace at which you captured Users on 

the Platform over the first 12 months? 

 

SECTION 2: Launch Strategy 

15. What of the following strategies did you use to launch your 

Platform?   

a) The ‘follow the rabbit’ strategy 

b) The ‘piggyback’ strategy 

c) The ‘seeding’ strategy 

d) The ‘marquee’ strategy 

e) The ‘single side’ strategy 

f) The ‘producer evangelism’ strategy 

g) The ‘big bang adoption’ strategy 

h) The ‘micro-market’ strategy 

16. Did you first target the Producer side or the Consumer side 

or did you target both sides simultaneously? 

17. Which side was easiest to attract?  Why? 

18. What strategy did you adopt to go after each side? 

19. In hindsight, would you have adopted different 

approaches in targeting either side? 

 

 

SECTION 3: Conditions Required for Sustainable 

Competitive Advantage 

 

Consumption Filters (Need a Score from 1-10) 

1. Were Consumption Filters incorporated into the design of 

your Platform? 
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2. If yes, what type of Consumption Filters were 

incorporated: 

• Point-in-time or Cumulative 

• Based on Active Intent or Passive Context 

• Standalone or Collaborative 

• Other? 

3. Were these Consumption Filters introduced from the 

outset or at what point were they introduced? 

 

Curation (Need a score from 0-10) 

1. Were Curation Mechanisms incorporated into the design 

of your Platform? 

2. If yes, what type of Curation Mechanisms were 

incorporated? 

• Editorial 

• Algorithmic 

• Social 

• Other? 

3. Were these Curation Mechanisms introduced from the 

outset or at what point were they introduced? 

 

Producer Incentives (Need a Score from 0-10) 

1. Were Producer Incentives incorporated into the design of 

your Platform? 

2. If yes, what type of Producer Incentives were 

incorporated? 

• Financial 

• Service 

• Reputation 

• Other 
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3. Were these Producer Incentives introduced from the 

outset or at what point were they introduced? 

 

Off-Platform Opportunities (Need a Score from 0-10) 

1. To what extent is it possible for platform users to interact 

directly, away from your platform, having first connected 

on your platform? 

2. What mechanisms has your platform in place to prevent 

these types of off-platform activities? 

 

Persistent Value Creation (Need a Score from 0-10) 

1. Does your platform create long-term value for users, 

beyond the initial interaction? 

2. If yes, in what form does this long-term value manifest 

itself: 

• Reputation 

• Financial 

• Other 

3. If no, have you considered ways in which your platform 

may be able to provide this? 

 

Other – Can you suggest any other factors that could contribute 

to Network Effects on your platform? 

 

SECTION 4: Sustainable Competitive Advantage 

See Explanation* for Interviewees below.   

20. To what extent do you believe your company has achieved 

Sustainable Competitive Advantage?  (Rate this on a scale 

from 1 – 10.)     

21. How does this Sustainable Competitive Advantage (if any) 

manifest itself? 
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22. At what point (i.e. how long after you launched) do you 

believe you reached this point? 

23. Did this happen earlier or later than you would have 

expected when you launched? 

24. What threats do you foresee to your position of 

Sustainable Competitive Advantage? 

25. How do you believe you can overcome these threats?   

Optional Extra Questions if Interviewee is willing (for possible 

inclusion in future research) 

a) What is the highest level of education you have received? 

b) How many years of relevant industry experience did you 

have before you established this platform? 

c) How many co-founders started this platform with you? 

d) How much money have you raised for this business: 

• Own Money: 

• Friends and Family: 

• Enterprise Ireland: 

• External Investors: 

e) What Exit Plans do you have for this business? 

f) Do you have your own In-House IT Team or do you 

outsource your IT development? 

 

*Definition: Sustainable Competitive Advantage 

A company has a sustainable competitive advantage when it has 

qualities or attributes which are different and of higher value than 

other competitors in the market.  When the favourable 

competitive advantages last for many years, then they are known 

as sustainable competitive advantages.  

 

One measure of SCA is the profit generated by a company, in 

comparison to that generated by its competitors in the market.  
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For start-ups, alternative measures of SCA are required.  These 

can be located in the following sources.   

 

Sources of sustainable competitive advantage: 

1. Brand 

2. Low Cost Provider 

3. Pricing Power 

4. Strategic Assets 

5. Product Differentiation 

6. People Assets 

 

Explanation of Variables to be Investigated: 

1. Filters – Consumption filters determine which items 

should be served to consumers, so that only the most 

relevant items are presented.   

The design of access control and consumption filters helps with 

the governance of interactions.  Building a plug-and-play model 

that orchestrates an external ecosystem requires careful design 

considerations.  Example – Facebook’s Newsfeed – This is a filter 

which learns from User behaviour.  Filters are required to solve 

the problem of Abundance.   

Filters may be point-in-time or cumulative.   

Filters may be based on active intent (e.g. a Search query) or 

passive context (e.g. Newsfeed). 

Filters may be standalone or collaborative (e.g. Amazon’s “People 

who purchased this product”). 

Platforms use data to match value units with filters.  Good data 

about Units is required to ensure that the right units pass through 

the right filters. 
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2. Curation – Mechanisms which separate Signal from 

Noise.  Curation scales the quality of supply on the 

platform.  Curation is managed in one of three forms: 

• Editorial 

• Algorithmic 

• Social  

A platforms decision to choose one form of social curation versus 

another depends on sampling costs and interaction risks 

involved. 

Reverse Network Effects set in if the content curation systems do 

not scale well or if the customisation filters fail to improve over 

time.    

3. Producer Incentives – Build incentives and behaviours 

to encourage an ecosystem of producers and consumers to 

interact often. 

 

4. Off-Platform Opportunities – When participants have 

the ability to interact directly (off the platform), having 

met initially on the platform.   

 

5. Persistent Value Creation – Create Long Term Value 

beyond the Interaction.  Example: Airbnb hosts and guests 

reviewing each other => Build reputation for future 

transactions.   

Example: Twitter. 

Explanation of Launch Strategies  

1. The ‘follow the rabbit’ strategy  

2. The ‘piggyback’ strategy 

3. The ‘seeding’ strategy 

4. The ‘marquee’ strategy 

5. The ‘single side’ strategy 



310 
 

6. The ‘producer evangelism’ strategy 

7. The ‘big bang adoption’ strategy 

8. The ‘micro-market’ strategy 

 

The “follow-the-rabbit-strategy” builds on an existing non-

platform success by using a demonstration of the company’s track 

record.  Amazon is a good example of this.  

The “piggyback strategy” is the platform connecting an existing 

user base from a different platform to the value units on offer on 

your platform.  JustDial (India) is a good example of this. 

In “seeding strategy”, the platform takes the task of value creation 

upon itself by acting as the first producer.  BetFair is a good 

example of this.   

The “marquee strategy” provides incentives to attract members 

of a certain type onto your platform.     

The “single-side strategy” creates a business around products or 

services that benefit one set of users and later converts itself into 

a platform by attracting a second set to engage with the first.  

OpenTable is a good example of this.   

The “producer evangelism strategy” involves designing a 

platform to attract producers who can then persuade their 

customers to become users of the platform.  KickStarter is a good 

example of this.   

The “big bang adoption strategy” involves using traditional 

opportunistic push marketing to attract attention.  Twitter is a 

good example of this.   

The “micromarket strategy” targets a tiny market where members 

are already engaging in interactions, enabling the platform to 

prove its effectiveness at matching.  Facebook is a good example 

of this.  (Choudary, 2017) 
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Appendix D – Interview Questionnaire 2 

 

Interview Protocol and Questions 

Instructions 

1. (Opening) My name is Conor Foley, PhD Student at Trinity 

College Dublin.  Thank you for taking the time for this interview. 

2. (Purpose and Composition) This interview is part of my 

PhD research and is designed to determine the characteristics 

and success factors of multi-sided platforms in Ireland.   

 

The interview will be divided into two parts.  

 

The first part relates to the characteristics of your platform during 

the launch phase.   

 

The second part relates to the success factors of your platform  

 

3. (Time Line) The interview should take about 60 minutes. 

This is a semi-structured interview in which I will ask open-ended 

questions, allowing for a discussion, rather than a 

straightforward question and answer format.  There are no right 

or wrong, or desirable or undesirable answers. I would like you to 

feel comfortable about saying what you really think and how you 

really feel. 

 

Tape Recorder Instructions 

If it is okay with you, I will be tape-recording our conversation. 

The purpose of this is so that I am able to record all the necessary 

details whilst carrying on an attentive conversation with you. I 

assure you that all the information you provide will be 

confidential and used only for the purposes of this study. The data 
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will be collected and stored in accordance with the Data 

Protection Act and will be disposed of in a secure manner. 

 

Preamble/Consent Form Instructions 

Before we get started, can I ask you to state your name and the 

name of your organisation and your consent to have this 

interview recorded.   

 

Interviewee Background Inquiries 

1. What is your role within [Beagle Bid]?   

2. For how long have you held this role? 

3. Can you summarise for me in a few sentences exactly 

what [Beagle Bid] does and how it makes money? 

 

Section 1 – Platform Characteristics 

During our First Interview we discussed the characteristics of 

your platform during the launch phase.  I’d like to go over these 

with you again to confirm that my understanding is accurate, 

before we proceed to discuss the Success Factors of your 

platform.     

 

Section 2 – Platform Success Factors 

This section will be divided into two parts and I will discuss with 

you your perspectives on the following: 

1. Success Factors specific to the Platform 

2. Success Factors of the Business Overall 
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Appendix E – Sample Interview 

Transcript 

1st August 2018 

My name is Conor Foley, PhD student at Trinity College.  I’m here 

with Devan Hughes, who is the Founder and Chief Executive of 

BuyMie.  Devan, thank you for taking the time with this interview.    

This interview involves four parts.  The first part relates to the 

back end information about your platform, the market in which 

it operates and relevant metrics for your platform. I’ll ask you 

about the way in which your platform facilitates interactions 

between your users.   

The second part relates to the way in which you launch your 

platform, particularly the way in which you targeted each side of 

your platform. 

The third section relates to features or elements that may or may 

not have been present on your platform during the launch phase 

in order to understand the conditions required for a platform to 

achieve sustainable competitive advantage. 

The fourth and final section concerns the degree to which you 

may have achieved sustainable competitive advantage and how 

this may manifest itself. 

So the interview should last for about 60 minutes.  There are no 

right or wrong or desirable answers.  I’d like you to contemplate 

what you really think and how you really feel.  If it’s okay with 

you, I’ll be tape recording the conversation.  The purpose of this 

is so that I’m able to record all the necessary details while carrying 

out an attentive conversation with you.  I assure you that all the 

information you provide will be confidential and only used for the 

purpose of this study. The data will be collected and stored in 

accordance with the Data Protection Act and will be disposed of 

in a secure manner. 
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So before we get started, can I just ask you to confirm your name 

and your consent to participate in this research? 

Devan Hughes, and consent granted. 

Thanks for that, Devan.  Very much appreciated.  Okay, some 

interview background queries.  Your job title and role within the 

organisation? 

Co-Founder and CEO. 

And so your role just in 30 seconds. Summarise your role within 

the organisation. 

Thirty per cent accountant.  Thirty per cent lawyer.  Thirty per 

cent salesman.  Ten per cent leader. 

Okay.  Perfect.  I’m guessing that adds up to 100.  Okay. When 

was your company established? 

Incorporated in September 2015, launched into the market in 

February 2016.  Research began in November 2014  

Perfect.  When did your platform complete its first transaction? 

Live transaction? 

Yeah. 

February 12th. 

February 12th 200 and ? 

16. 

2016.  Okay.  Lovely.  Who are the sides to your platform and is it 

two sided or multi sided? 

Four sides. So we have four core stakeholders that sit within the 

marketplace. Personal shoppers, consumers, retailers and 

brands.   

What is the difference between a personal shopper and a 

consumer? 

A personal shopper is someone who… So from a platform point 

of view, you have your core transaction and on either side of those 

core transactions you have two participants.  You have a producer 
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and a consumer.  A producer is someone who creates the service. 

Consumer is someone who consumes the service and in our world 

a personal shopper is someone who produces the service, and the 

consumer is someone who consumes that service. 

Very good, thanks.  Nicely leading into it.  So the core interaction 

on your platform is what? 

The core transaction is a customer ordering any grocery or 

household items from a large local retailer and having it delivered 

store to door in as little as an hour by a personal shopper. 

Excellent.  Okay.  You actually mentioned the term yourself there, 

in relation to edge interaction. So that is the core interaction.  Do 

you have any edge interactions?  In other words, is there any 

advertising on the platform? Is there any content being produced 

or exchanged or is your sole focus on your core interaction? 

So at this stage it’s core transaction only, which is where our 

primary focus goes, particularly in the early stages of any 

platform business.  As we start to develop… as the core 

transaction becomes more robust, we’ll start to build our ancillary 

transactions that essentially support and enhance the overall 

economic activity within the platform. 

Really good.  Okay.  Could you describe your revenue model and 

has it changed or always been the same since its inception? 

Always been the same since inception.  So we charge a 

commission on all items that are ordered through the platform as 

well as delivery fee. 

Commission of? 

14.75 per cent. 

And it’s always been that? 

Yeah.  Well, for the vast majority of our time on the market. 

Okay.  Perfect.  What are the marginal costs of production and 

distribution on the platform?  By which I mean… 
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For every new customer? 

Yeah, does it cost you much in terms of the marginal cost to 

service each additional customer or is your business scalable to 

the extent that the marginal costs of production and distribution 

are minimal.  

Minimal.  Yeah, it would be…  Our marginal cost could be 

anywhere from at the moment one to ten Euros.  We’re still trying 

to narrow down that equation, but realistically at scale, you reach 

a certain point where your marginal cost becomes almost non-

existent. 

Okay.  Perfect.  What’s unique about your platform? 

Unique? 

Yeah.  

In what context? 

From an end user perspective, why would somebody look at you 

as a…? What’s your USP from a customer perspective? 

From a customer perspective, okay.  From a customer perspective 

BuyMie is the fastest grocery delivery service in the country.  You 

can order from not just one retailer, but a selection of retailers.  

You can have an order delivered within a 60 minute window 

versus a two window and you can have that  order delivered 

within day versus having to order for next day.  

Perfect.  What competition do you have for that service? 

In Ireland? 

Yeah. 

Nothing that would classify as on demand at the moment.  In the 

UK we would have one company which is called Quikup. 

How do you spell that? 

Q-U-I-K-U-P    

Okay. They’re UK? 
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They’re UK, although I suppose the differentiation with them is 

that they will deliver anything, iPad, coffee, hot meal, groceries.   

Okay. 

Multi vehicle platform. 

Okay, excellent. 

Whereas we specialise particularly just in FMCG grocery.   

Okay.  I was going to ask… There was an A and a B part to that.  

In Ireland and overseas.  So in Ireland you’ve no competition.  

Overseas you’ve got… Overseas being the UK. 

Yeah. 

UK is really the only other market you’re looking at the market? 

At the moment, it would make up… UK is the largest market for 

online groceries in Europe.  Forecasts reach about 18 billion 

within the next three or four years.  The Irish market will be about 

a billion in that same timeframe, so the UK market will be a 

disproportionate part of our investable market.  You’d also have 

markets like the Netherlands, which is roughly half a billion at the 

market.  We have Italy, which is about 800 million and you would 

have, I suppose, other territory markets like Spain and Portugal 

would also have emerging online grocery markets that we could 

look at. So they would be core markets that we could consider 

entry into. 

Very good.  What percentage market share do you have in, let’s 

take the Irish context first?  So it’s obviously 100 per cent.  You 

have no competition on the on demand… 

For on demand.  Well, we’re only operational in Dublin, but yeah, 

I’m not sure how you would frame that. 

Okay.  It’s not that important, but related to that any plans to 

open outside Dublin, Cork? 

Yeah, potentially.  Our core, I suppose, requirement for this 

service is population density.  So you need high levels of 
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transactional volume to make sure that the other side of the 

marketplace being the personal shoppers have enough economic 

activity to warrant being on the platform and available for work.   

Okay. 

So yeah, we could possibly look at other cities within the next 18 

months. 

Okay, thanks for that.  In terms of your average revenue per user 

– and let’s that limit this to producers and consumers.  I know 

you’re four sides, but let’s just limit it to producers and consumers 

.  Roughly, and if you prefer not to say, then that’s fine or if you 

just want to make a stab at a guess, that’s equally better.  So your 

average revenue consumer, taking into account that there may be 

one side or even both sides – or actually you won’t have both 

sides, but one side which you’re not earning anything from.  So 

your average revenue per user on the producer side? 

Nothing.  We wouldn’t earn anything from them. 

Okay, that’s what I figured.  And on the consumer side? 

The consumer side it depends on how much revenue over average 

basket or average… 

Average revenue on an annual basis. 

On an annual basis.  So I’ll give a range.  I won’t give the exact 

number.  So we would be looking at the moment of an average 

revenue on an annual basis from a typical user of somewhere 

between a thousand and two and a half thousand. 

Okay.  Perfect.  That’s not going to be that important.  Okay.  

Another question you may want to withhold for commercially 

sensitive reasons.  Numbers of registered users on the platforms, 

both producers and consumers?  

Yeah, that would be… 

So you want to hold off from both of those, that’s fine.  Right.  

Monthly active users.  I’m guessing the same for that? 
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Yeah. 

So I’m fine with that.  Okay.  What I would be interested to know 

is – and this is the last question of Section 1 – the pace at which 

you captured users on the platform? So let’s say you have a 100 

per cent of users at the moment.  Of that 100 per cent, let’s say in 

the first three months – how many of them…? What I’m trying to 

gauge is have they all come in the last three months, the last six 

months or has it been at a relatively steady… Over the last 12 

months? 

In the first two months we had 1800 downloads, which was the 

main month where we had active advertising up until now, up 

until recently.   

Okay. 

After that we were growing too quickly, so we turned off 

advertising for the best part of a year and a half.  We averaged 

about 400 downloads a month, just organic, and to date we’ve 

had over 12,000 downloads.   

Okay.  That puts it in perspective.  Okay.  Lovely. That’s Section 1 

finished.  Let’s now talk about the launch strategy.  I have four or 

five questions on the launch strategy, but before I ask any of those 

– and a lot of them are yes / no type questions – would you 

summarise for me in a few minutes what approach you adopted 

to launch this platform rather than me asking you the questions? 

So in the months leading up to it, you had to make a decision on 

whether you were going to target the producers first, the 

consumers first, the way you which you were going to approach 

them, the pricing you were going to apply, etc.  What did you 

decide was your best and most appropriate launch strategy for 

this platform? 

I suppose we took a rather methodical approach to how we 

brought the product to market really.  It started with a macro 
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market analysis for about a year.  We then went to consumer 

market research, which was just on the ground, information 

collection around consumer’s thoughts and feelings around 

grocery e-commerce, what they were and weren’t willing to pay 

for.  We then built a prototype MVP around those learnings.  We 

realised that the goal was not to go to retailers or brands first, but 

to prove product market fit was to get consumers to use the 

product first, because even at that time we weren’t going to be 

able to get producers or personal shoppers to wait around to take 

orders when we had absolutely zero customers.  So we knew that 

we would have to do it ourselves first. 

So developing the consumer product was the first port of call, 

which we did.  So that was our first asset, which was the consumer 

app.  We realised that we wanted to understand how different 

channels of traditional grocery would perform in an on demand 

environment.  So we decided to have one discounter and one 

brand in house so that we could see both of those types of stores 

– because a lot of people would consider discount customers to 

be very price focused, price sensitive and we weren’t 100 per cent 

sure that they would not be necessarily disinclined to use a service 

like this. 

So putting two stores up like that was the first port of call.  So we 

mapped two stores and we built out a product database that we 

could launch into the platform with limited product selection at 

the time.  We then had a choice whether we were going to launch 

the market to one post code and be really focused and really 

central into one area or whether we should do the whole city.  We 

initially had decided to go post code focused, but realised that it 

was going to be very challenging to get real return on investment 

from our marketing budget.  And that perhaps going city wide 
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would actually open us up to larger demographics and potentially 

increase our chances for customer acquisition. 

So at that point we decided to go city wide and we launched in 

February 2016 with a two and a half week radio campaign, four 

different press releases, which were picked up by major 

publications as well as then our Facebook targeted advertising.  

We spent approximately 3,500 Euros at that time and that 

generated roughly 18,000 downloads within two months.  We 

reached 3,500 Euros in transactional volume within that time 

frame per week, which was actually far more than we could 

sustain. During that period we started to see all the pain points 

for the producer side of the market, which was understanding the 

actual picking of the groceries, the sorting of the items, keeping 

them separate and not mixing them into different baskets.  And 

also the volume, the demand volume that was essentially when 

the orders were coming in and how they were being distributed 

and optimised. 

So during the time we essentially started working on building 

another asset which was our shopper app, and that app is 

specifically designed to optimise the picking of the groceries and 

purchasing of it and delivery.   

That’s roughly how we brought it to market. 

Excellent. Okay, thanks for that.  So let me ask you some specific 

questions then in relation to what you’ve just summarised there.   

I’m going to list six or seven typical strategies that early stage 

platforms use to launch and you might just let me know which 

one of these would best fit the strategy you adopted.  You’ve got 

to follow the rabbit strategy which builds on an existing non-

platform success for using a demonstration of the company’s 

track record.  So Amazon is a good example of that.  
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The piggyback strategy.  The platform can actually exist a user 

base from a different platform to value units on offer on your 

platform.   

Seeding strategy is where the platform, as you know, takes the 

task of value creation upon itself where actually it is the first 

producer.  Betfair did that an awful lot in the early days. 

Marquee strategy is where you attract members of a certain type 

onto your platform to start with. 

Single side strategy creates a business around products and 

services that benefit one set of users and later converts itself into 

a platform attracting a second set. 

Producer evangelism strategy involves designing a platform to 

attract producers who can then persuade their customers to 

become users of the platform. Kickstarter did that.   

Big bang adoption strategy involves using traditional 

opportunistic push marketing to attract attention.  Twitter did 

that. 

And the micro market strategy where you target a tiny market 

where members are already engaging in interactions but enabling 

the platform to prove its effectiveness at matching.  Facebook did 

that. 

So of those eight or nine strategies, which would you say best 

describes… 

Give me the big bang one again. 

The big bang one is using a traditional opportunistic push 

marketing to attract attention – and before you give an answer, 

from what I’m hearing is, where you may have had to do some 

seeding at the beginning, ie you had to either act as producer or 

consumer yourself.  The other one is the marquee strategy where 

you had to provide incentives to attract members of a certain type 

onto your platform. 
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I would say it was primarily the seeding strategy with then a big 

bang occasion that we used when we had an opportunity to do so. 

Okay. So the seeding side of things we get.  If we look at the big 

bang, in Twitter’s case what they did with the big bang is they put 

up those massive big screens at the south by south-west 

conference and got huge visibility through that.  What would you 

say was your big bang event? 

When we launched into the marketplace, we had one particular 

retailer on the platform on the time who we’d actually engaged 

with prior to launch, about three months prior to launch, who 

knew what we were up to and we have actually engaged 

proactively to try and create a strategic alignment and an insight 

partnership to get some of the earlier learnings out of the 

business. 

Okay. 

When we launched them on the platform we subsequently got a 

ceasing letter from them five weeks in, where they were claiming 

all sorts of brand infringement and aspects that we didn’t agree 

with and categorically refused to acknowledge. 

Right. 

At that time we then had a situation where we were a small start-

up trying to enter into a market that was predominantly driven 

by large traditional incumbents.  We then decided that for us to 

continue and really take opportunity if this was to be seen as a 

distributor that was going to challenge the traditional market 

dynamics, and so we decided to erect billboards outside stores of 

this retailer with large fingers pointing in saying, “We deliver 

from these guys,” and that subsequently got picked up by the 

Press and that generated quite a bit of interest not just within the 

consumer market, but also primarily actually within the industry 
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– which led to other opportunities emerging for other sides of our 

market place.  

Okay.  Excellent.  In terms of whether you targeted first the 

producer side or the consumer side at launch or did you target 

both sides simultaneously? 

Consumer side first. So we seeded it, so we provided the service 

for the first six months. 

Okay. That’s good.  Which side did you find easiest to attract and 

why? Because obviously you had different approaches for the way 

you went after different sides? Which one would you have found 

easier?  

I don’t know if there is an easier one.  The methods used to attract 

each side of the marketplace are very different, but I wouldn’t 

necessarily say there were any more difficult than each other.   

Yeah, I mean one is providing a service to a consumer and placing 

a value in their mind of their time and how they can… although 

there’s a premium associated with it that they can actually save 

their own time by paying that premium, which is one side, and 

that’s connected very well particularly in the eye of the consumer 

today who tends to be very time sensitive. 

And then the other is to attract producers who are looking for 

flexible ways to earn money that works around their particular 

lifestyles – be it college students, stay at home parents, or workers 

who maybe have other less stable jobs, like actors, for example. 

Right. Okay.  That’s fine, I get it. I should have asked you – I know 

you charge 14.75 and you also charge a flat fee as well. 

Delivery fee, yeah.  So 6.99 for one hour.  4.99 for two hours and 

3.99 for anything scheduled three hours or more.   

Okay.  And roughly as a matter of interest, what’s the most 

popular?  How would you break down the…? Which gets the most 

interest?  3.99, 4.99 or 6.99?   
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The 3.99.  So within day is the most popular option, although 

every consumer will at one stage likely use a one hour. 

Okay. So 3.99 is within day, yeah? 

Yeah. Would be the most frequent use but then we have much 

more slots available within the 3.99 category because if you’re 

ordering at 9am, any slot from 11, 12 onwards is going to be a 3.99 

slot.   

Okay. There’s nothing outside one day?  It’s all same day delivery?  

No.  We deliver in any one-hour period for the next seven days.  

So you can choose a one-period in Tuesday of next week. 

Right. Okay. That’s fine.  So that’s Section 2 done in relation to 

the… Sorry, the last question.  In hindsight, would you have 

adopted different approaches to targeting either side if you were 

doing it again, or was the strategy adopted really the only one that 

was available to you? 

I think the strategy we adopted was probably the only available to 

us. 

Okay. Yeah.  So now I want to get onto Section 3 which are the 

conditions required for competitive advantage.  And specifically 

what I’m looking at is features of the platform, whether they were 

or not, and whether they’re still there or not.  I’ll explain each one 

of them and I’m going to try and grade each one of them from a 

score of one to ten. 

The first one is consumption filters.  Consumption filters 

determine the items which should be served to customers so that 

only the most relevant items are presented.  So were consumption 

filters incorporated into the design of your platform? 

Give me the definition one more time? 

Okay.  So a consumption filter is something which determines 

which items should be served to customers so that only the most 

relevant items are presented? Let’s say Facebook’s news feed as 
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an example.  You’re only going to get the stories that are of most 

interest to you.  Did you – and I’m going to try and put a score of 

one to ten on it – first of all, were consumption filters 

incorporated into the design of your platform? 

No. Not at all. 

Okay.  Are they today? 

No.  

They’re not at all today.  Okay.  Interesting and useful.  So in 

terms then of the… How does a customer select or is it by search, 

is the way in which the customer finds the items that they…? 

Two ways.  Browser search.  We have a category layout where 

customers can break product categories down from main 

categories and then to sub-categories, or they can also use a 

dynamic search feature. 

Okay.  Excellent.  So that’s obviously a zero or a one on a score of 

one to ten.  That’s perfect. Okay.  

Not unrelated then, curation.  Curation mechanisms.  Definition 

of a curation mechanism is something that separates signal from 

noise.  So curation signals or scales the quality of supply in the 

platform and it’s managed in one of three ways – either editorial, 

algorithm or social.   

Do you have any curation features on the platform? You don’t.  I 

suspect you don’t.  

Yeah. 

Okay, that’s fine.  That makes that easier.  So producer incentives.  

Did you have to incorporate any incentives on your platform 

either from day one… So either on day one or today to incentivise 

the producer to participate in your platform?  So if you take Air B 

n B for example, they offered a photography service or they gave 

a monetary compensation to somebody or Dropbox which gave 

extra space, etc.  So did you at any point offer any incentive?  Take 
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the producer side first.  For the producer to participate and 

specifically I’m talking about either a financial incentive, a service 

incentive, a reputation incentive, which let’s say Twitter have 

whereby the more likes and followers you have, then the better 

your reputation is built up, or other? 

So did you find it necessary to or did you offer any incentives to 

either side to participate?  So let’s take the producer side first? 

Yes.  One of the challenges is that because this is a service based 

side of the platform which requires their time, we recognised that 

we didn’t have enough order volume to sustain a regular flow of 

economic activity for the producer.  So we introduced an 

availability fee.  So the producer would get an availability rate just 

to be available for orders – whether they got orders or not, they 

would have a rate just to be available. 

Okay. So explain in a couple of sentences how that operated. 

It’s a per hour rate that they receive, regardless of whether they 

get an order or not, and then they’ll get a secondary fee for the 

number of orders that they complete. 

Right. Okay. So they get a per hour rate just to ensure that when.. 

Capacity.  So essentially what we’re doing is we’re fixing our 

capacity at a certain level and then driving consumer demand to 

meet that capacity line and then optimising on top of it. 

Okay. Excellent.  So that’s on the producer side. That’s useful and 

interesting.  On the consumer side then, did you provide any 

financial incentives, say in the form of a voucher or a loyalty or 

some sort of bonus for additional activity? 

Free delivery on their first order and a five Euro bonus for any 

referrals. 

Okay.  Free delivery on first order and a five Euro bonus.  Okay.  

Has have you had that from inception or has it changed?       
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We had both from inception.  The free delivery worked well.  

However, the referral had to be disabled due to fraud.  

Okay.  How would somebody fraud? 

We did not have account verification in the early days, so you 

would have people replicating, creating fake accounts, and then 

referring their fake accounts to each other and generating credit. 

Okay.  Was that a cash bonus you gave them? 

Credit on their account.  Which they could then use to buy 

groceries. 

Yeah. Okay.  Excellent.  So that’s that.  I need to get a score from 

one to ten.  How essential were these producer incentives on a 

scale of one to ten in terms of achieving growth?  

Ten. 

Really? Okay.  On the consumer side, would you say something 

similar was…?  

I would say seven.  

Okay.  Right.  Off platform opportunities.  This is a feature of 

some platforms where users can connect on the platform and 

then disintermediate and keep the platform then out of any 

subsequent activity.  To what extent is it possible for platform 

users to interact directly away from your platform having first 

connected on the platform? 

Impossible. 

Impossible.  Right.  Okay.  So if somebody gets… 

Sorry, let’s define that a little bit because it could be 

misunderstood.  What is the possibility for two… other side of the 

marketplace to connect post the transaction process?  Technically 

not possible.  We have to share certain data points between those 

stakeholders for the core transaction to place, like phone 

numbers, addresses.  So could a customer ring a personal shopper 

and have that personal shopper do the groceries for them?  
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Absolutely.  Would they be able to do it in a way that facilitates 

the same service? No.  And the reason being is they would have 

to send a manual list of grocery items to that personal shopper.  

That personal shopper wouldn’t have any routing mechanisms, 

wouldn’t have any optimisation tools.  There’s a whole host of 

things that would create natural barriers for the service to be 

replicated outside our environment.  

Okay.  And presumably there is an incentive.  You have ratings 

and reviews on your platform as well, don’t you? 

Ratings and reviews on Facebook.  We have ratings within the 

app, so when an order is completed, the customer rates their 

experience, which essentially is a rating that’s then applied to the 

shopper who took care of that order.  And we then have plenty of 

reviews on Facebook. 

So it is actually in the interests of both sides to continue 

interacting together on the platform as opposed to going off it 

because they’re building up their track record and the review 

grades on the platform?  Same as you would with say Ebay or 

Amazon? 

I would say that the primary driver for consumers to continue to 

interact within the platform is because they can view the 

products, they can create a list, they can re-add orders from their 

old lists and they can send it through without having to find 

someone who is available or not.  We will find the person that’s 

best placed within the marketplace to satisfy that service.  From 

a producer side, we optimise all the routing and the orders, so 

orders don’t go to a picker that they’re not going to be able to 

complete.  So a shopper will never get an order from us that 

they’re not mathematically able to…  that they’re not able to 

complete with a mathematical certainty. 

Okay. 
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We also then bundle orders together that have similar 

characteristics, allowing them to generate more revenue for 

themselves by doing more work faster. 

Okay.  Perfect.  So then if we were to grade it from a scale of one 

to ten, the ability or the opportunity for… 

For platform leakage? 

Yeah.  It’s very low, isn’t it? 

One.  Zero, if I can pick zero, I’d pick zero 

Okay.  That’s perfect.  Do you have any mechanisms in place to 

prevent it or…. 

Natural barriers.  Yeah, it’s natural process complication. 

That’s fine.  Okay.  Perfect.  And the last question then in Section 

3 relates to persistent value creation – and we touched on it there 

a second ago.  Does your platform create long term value for users 

beyond the initial interaction? And if yes, what form does it take?  

So either reputation, ie building a profile, financial – in other 

words, the more they use the better rates they’re getting or is 

there another source of persistent value creation and if none of 

the above, have you considered ways in which your platform may 

be able to provide it? 

So does your platform create long term value for users beyond the 

initial interactions, is the first question? 

Today, no. 

Okay.   

Not even building up a profile or…? 

The producers? 

Yeah.  

They will build a rating system within the platform, but whether 

that’s of any value anywhere else because realistically the users 

don’t choose producers based on profiles. So that rating system is 
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actually internal and it’s used for algorithm optimisation rather 

than user selection. 

Right. Okay.  And similarly on the consumer side, the more they 

shop they’re not getting a lower commission rate or they’re not 

getting any bonus? 

No. 

Okay. So persistent value creation is not a mechanism that you’ve 

used to stimulate growth? So scale of one to ten on the use to 

which… 

One. 

That’s fine.  So that’s Section 3, thanks for that Devon.  So we 

come on to sustainable competitor advantage.  I’m going to give 

you a definition of… 

Did you have that question about ideas that we could use instead? 

That was the last bit, yeah. No, have you considered ways in which 

your platform may be able to provide this? 

Yeah.  Realistically we have looked at ways in which you could 

have picker shoppers who are… so essentially there is a difference 

between ten year shoppers and new shoppers in terms of speed 

and capabilities.  So we have looked at ways in which we could 

introduce gamification for shoppers, that if they are consistently 

the fastest shopper on a monthly basis we could introduce bonus 

schemes for them at the end of the month.  Be that monetary or 

gift incentives.   

And there’s also then from the consumer side the idea of passive 

loyalty.  So no matter where they shop, whether it be in a 

discounter or whether it be a brand store, that they generate 

ByMIe points and those points can be applied no matter what 

retailer they shop in.  So it’s agnostic to the retailer.  So they are 

ways in which we are considering options. 
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Both of those that you’ve highlighted there I would have thought 

would… but given that you’re the only player in the market, if 

somebody likes the service they can’t go anywhere else.  That’s 

the other side.  Okay.  Just a couple of words on gamification. 

How would gamification operate for the producer, on the 

consumer side? 

Not sure how you maybe could apply it for the consumer side.  For 

the producer side you could absolutely.  So gamification is a really 

interesting mechanism that can be introduced not just from the 

platform point of view, but really any sort of labour environment 

or work environment where you surface performance data to the 

producers, showing them where they stack up against their peers 

and allowing them then to use that data to actually improve their 

performance and improve their standing within the marketplace.   

Okay. 

So when you introduce gamification, you can introduce things 

like badging.  So after they do a thousand orders they get badged.  

With that thousand order that could be a one-off prize.  That 

could be a slight increase in their rate.  There’s all sorts of 

mechanisms, financial or otherwise, that you could attach to 

those badges.  You could also then introduce dashboarding, so 

again seeing their own metrics, their average speed of picking, 

their average travel time, their average customer experience or 

high ratings that they’ve received.  There’s all sorts of metrics that 

you can start to surface to those producers so that they have a 

better insight to their own performance within the marketplace 

structure.   

And is that something you’re looking at building in?   

Yeah, that’s stuff that we’d be very keen on looking at down the 

future.  The way we’re doing it is stacking priorities that are 

specific to core transactions.  So for any platform within the first 
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three or four years of their existence, all they should be focused 

primarily is your core transaction, and until the core transaction 

is highly robust and then positioned within a data feedback loop 

where its’ constantly improving, only then should you move to, I 

would say, ancillary ideas or services that will enhance that.  But 

really without the core transaction being 100 per cent nailed 

down, they’re probably not as impactful. 

Good point.  Okay.  Thanks for that.  The final section then relates 

to the degree or not to which sustainable competitor advantage 

has been achieved – and I’ll give you a definition of sustainable 

competitor advantage. 

So a company has sustainable competitor advantage when it has 

qualities or attributes which are different and of higher value than 

other competitors in the market. When the favourable 

competitive advantage lasts for many years, they’re known as 

sustainable competitive advantages.   

One measure of sustainable competitive advantage is the profit 

generated by the company is comparison to that generated by its 

competitors.  For start-ups, alternative measures of sustainable 

competitor advantage are required.  These can be located in the 

following sources:  Brand  - low cost provider – pricing power  - 

strategic assets – product differentiation or people assets.   

Do you want me to read that again? 

Yes, please. 

So a company has sustainable competitive advantage when it has 

qualities or attributes which are different and of higher value than 

other competitors in the market.  So when the favourable 

competitive advantages last for many years, they’re known as 

sustainable competitive advantages.  Now, I know in your case it’s 

not possible for them to last for many years because you’re not 

around for many years.  So for start-ups, alternative measures of 
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sustainable competitive advantage are required and these can be 

located in the following sources: 

One - brand.  

Two – low cost provider 

Three – pricing power 

Four – strategic assets 

Five – product differentiation  

Six – people assets 

So they’re other sources of competitive advantage.  So essentially 

what I’m trying to get an understanding of is whether you have 

got to a stage where any of those six factors – brand – whether 

you’re in a position to be a low cost provider, whether you can 

dictate price – whether you’ve got strategic assets -whether 

you’ve got product differentiation and whether you’ve got people 

assets.  

What constitutes people assets? 

People assets are skills, talents and attributes that are within your 

work force that a competitor wouldn’t be able to quickly put 

together.  So if you’ve got technical know-how, if you’ve got 

product know-how, if you’ve got relationships, that sort of thing.  

I suspect a lot of them… 

It could be a blend of these, right? 

Yeah, of course, absolutely.  It’s not a single item.  So the first 

question in this section is to what extent do you think your 

company has achieved sustainable competitive advantage and 

bear in mind that I’m not looking for the one, ie profitability over 

a number of years, but I’m looking for have you a strong brand, 

have you positioned yourself as a low cost provider in that you’ve 

kept your costs much lower than others in the space?  Have you 

managed to find yourself with a pricing power position? Have you 

strategic assets that can differentiate yourself?  Product 
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differentiation.  I’m looking at these and I suspect you’re in a 

strong position in a lot of them… 

I’d say the last three  - strategic assets, people assets and product 

differentiation.  We’re not a low cost provider. 

So let’s just scale these on one to ten.   In terms of brand, where 

would you say…? To what extent does brand influence your… 

On a one to ten? 

Yeah. 

Three.   

Okay, that’s what I figured.  You’re not a low cost provider.  So 

that’s a one.  Pricing power.  Would you say you have pricing 

power?  

No. 

Okay. 

Because we’re not pricing… Well, I suppose what’s the context of 

pricing power?  We don’t price our products.  Our products are 

dictated by the retailer you choose and then we have a 

commission that sits on top which is a flat commission that 

applies to every item. 

So pricing power is not really a factor that’s going into you 

achieving.. 

We can’t drop the cost of the goods in the retailer. Like, for 

example, we couldn’t drop the cost of our German discounter 

products to compete with Tesco’s online because we don’t control 

the price of items. 

The only thing you could control is your own pricing power if 

that’s rigid and you’re not going to compete on that anyway.  

What’s that? A one, I presume as well? 

Yeah. 

Okay. So strategic assets then.  If we’re looking at the last three.  

Strategic assets, product differentiation and people assets.  On a 
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scale of one to ten, how would you suggest strategic assets 

contribute to your sustainable competitive advantage? 

So the sustainable competitive advantage of us is the fact that 

we’ve client platform economics to a market that was 

traditionally built around vertical integration.  So I would say that 

strategic assets for us would be anywhere between eight and ten. 

Okay.  That’s excellent.  So I’ll give that a nine.  Product 

differentiation? 

Product differentiation.  So we’ve focused on stripping away 

complexity from the experience of the consumer.  Trying to make 

the pages as less noisy as possible.  Not corrupting page real 

estate, you could say.  So I would say probably a five.  

Okay, and lastly then, people assets? 

I think we have built a very unique blend of skills and experience 

ranging from traditional grocery retail to platform expertise.  Air 

B n B, Google, Sales Force. Super Quin, Morrisons.  So I would 

say people, eight to ten. 

Okay. Excellent.  Give that a nine as well.  So based on those, to 

what extent do you believe your company has achieved 

sustainable competitor advantage as of right now?   

On a scale of one to ten?   Four.  

Really? 

Yeah.  

I’ll go for your figure.  I would have thought it was higher than 

that. 

Let me think about this. 

If you look at a competitor starting today, a pure play competitor, 

it would not be that easy for them to replicate what you’re doing? 

So there’s another aspect, I suppose, and let me just think about 

this.   
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And while you’re thinking about that, how does the sustainable 

advantage manifest itself and obviously we’ve looked at the 

elements that could contribute it, but if you’ve got people assets, 

if you have strategic assets, if they are the ways in which your 

sustainable competitive advantage manifests itself, that does 

make it difficult for a competitor to disrupt your sustainable 

competitive advantage, I would have thought – but I don’t want 

to put words in your mouth. 

No, I’m with you.  For a brand new on demand company that’s 

starting now, there’s definitely options for them.  It is much more 

difficult for them to compete directly with us, and I would say 

mainly due to our network.  So your biggest defensible aspect for 

any platform is not its technology to a degree.  It’s the network in 

which it’s created around its platform.  So we have large corporate 

brands as investors.  We have retailers as partners.  We have our 

personal shoppers.  We have our consumers.  These are all part 

of our network.   

While you’re thinking there – I would also argue that you’re 

learnings, ie the mistakes you’ve made over the first two years, 

are new entrants going to have make those? 

Yeah. 

So that would be your people assets. 

Yeah. 

So you have a head start in that somebody else coming in to do 

this is going to have to presumably unless they get it right first 

time, which nobody does – is going to make those sort of 

mistakes. 

So what’s the question again? 

So the question is to what extent do you believe your company 

has achieved sustainable competitor advantage and I want to rate 

that from one to ten.  You said initially four.  How does this 
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manifest itself as we’ve looked at both people assets and strategic 

assets. 

Let’s throw it on the other side of the five. I think six is probably 

more reasonable. 

I would think so.  Okay, so let’s score it six on that.  At what point 

would you reckon, ie how long after you launched, do you believe 

you reached this point?  So in other words, if you’re at six right 

now, how long did it take you to get to six?   

I would say we reached six in May of this year. 

Okay. So May of this year, having launched when? 

February 2016. 

So May 2018. Launched February 2016.  Okay. That in itself is a 

huge… That’s two years and three months of learnings that you 

can’t buy. Okay, so just a few more questions.  Did May 2018 

happen earlier or later than you would have expected when you 

launched? 

Later. 

Okay.  Much later would you think?  When you were sitting there 

in February 2016, when would you have said to yourself, “We’re 

likely to find ourselves in an unassailable better position?”  By 

what point?  

Within a year.  But it took us two years, three months. 

Okay. A hundred a bit per cent.  Believe me, there’s others that 

have taken longer and haven’t even got it.  Okay.  And so my last 

two questions then are what threats do you foresee to your 

position of sustainable competitor advantage and how do you 

believe you can overcome these threats?   

So if you accept that you have a grade of six or score of six on 

sustainable competitor advantage, what threats would you see to 

that and how do you think you can overcome these threats?  
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I would say access to resources, growth capital, essentially, in 

Ireland is a big challenge for consumer facing businesses. 

Okay. And obviously the way in which you overcome that is you 

raise a lot more money and grow.  

And make excellent use of what resources you currently have and 

show high growth rates.  

So essentially by building a dominant position in the market, that 

to a degree restricts interest from competitors getting in and the 

fact not just that, but they’d be more likely to buy you as opposed 

to try and do it themselves. 

Yes.  

Okay.  Alright.  Listen, that’s brilliant, Dev.  They’re all the 

questions I wanted to ask you.  I just have a few minor questions 

that I just want to run through this just for the… What’s the 

highest level of education you’ve achieved? 

Third level. 

Third level. What did you do? 

Degree. 

In? 

Finance.   

What is it, a Bachelors or what? 

A Bachelors in Finance.   

Okay.  Perfect.  How many years of relevant industry experience 

did you have before you established this platform? 

Eight.  

Predominantly with one company or with several? 

Several.   

Okay.  How many co-founders started the platform with you? 

Three.   

Three co-founders? 

Two and myself.  Three.   
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Okay.   

One’s gone now though. 

Okay, so there’s just two now.  Okay.  You don’t have to be specific 

if you don’t want, but I’m just interested, how much money have 

you raised for the business so far? 

Over a million. 

Okay.  And of that, how much was your own money, how much 

was friends, family?  You don’t have to give me an exact figure.  

But just Enterprise Ireland, external investors, just those four 

categories. 

85,000. 

Was your own? 

Own and friends.   

And that includes family, yeah? 

That includes family. 

Okay.  Enterprise Ireland? 

CSF, so 300.   No, we got 50 CSF.  15 of an innovation grant and 

250 matched.  

So then external investors, were they? So it’s that 250 plus what 

you’ve done recently, so it’s about 700 external? 

Yeah. 

Okay.  What exit plans do you have for the business? 

Undecided.  There’s options, so realistically your exit plan is going 

to be dependent on the environment in which you find yourself 

in.  Our exit options are private sale, IPO.  That’s essentially it.  

They would be the two primary options. 

And do you have own in house IT or do you outsource your IT? 

In house. That’s actually quite rare amongst our type of 

environment. 

I agree.   In fact a few of the others I’ve been talking to are having 

problems with it.  Devon, you’re very good.  I’m very grateful for 
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that.  We’re within the hour.  Anything final you’d like to say to 

me about your launch strategy or about your approach from the 

early days that may be relevant to this?  You don’t have to but…  

We’ve probably covered an awful lot of this. 

I think so. 

One not unrelated thing, but in terms of… Is there any side 

switching gone on in the platform? Do you have producers and 

consumers that are ever the same, like for example You Tube is 

people who upload videos… 

Yeah, and consume.  I don’t think we’ve seen it to date. 

Okay, no side switching.  Just wanted to check.  Should have 

asked that earlier.  That’s fine.  I’m going to switch off the 

recorder, Devon.  We’re well within the time frame, so thanks 

very much for that.   

It’s 1st August 2018.  Wrapping this up now.  Thank you.    

 

 

 

 

 


