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This study examines the concept of platform economy and its historical development. It also
analyses the operations of platform-based SME’s and their collaboration with higher educa-
tion institutions. The study emphasizes the significance of cooperation for innovation and
business development.

The focus of the study is on general concepts and practices rather than numerical values. The
aim is to provide the reader with a detailed overview of the topic. The study delves into
several case studies that illustrate the practical approaches to collaboration between higher
education institutions and businesses.

Various perspectives on platform economy and its impacts are presented in the study. It
includes an examination of the benefits and potential drawbacks. Additionally, success fac-
tors are mapped out. The current state of the platform economy and its future prospects are
also discussed.
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Al

AWU

B2B

DBE

DPC

EIF

GDP

HEI
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OECD
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PSS

R&D

SME

UBC

Artificial Intelligence

Annual Work Unit referring to full-time equivalent employment
Business to Business

Digital Business Ecosystem

Digital Platform Capability

European Investment Fund
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1. Introduction

This is a software engineering Batchelors thesis about the topic of Small & Medium sized
Entreprises (SME) within the Platform Economy (PE). The main topic is on how PE based
SME’s can achieve success through collaborations with Higher Education Institutions (HEI).

HETI’s in thesis are universities and universities of applied sciences.

The main focus of this thesis is to gain an understanding of the concept of PE driven SME’s
and their operating models within the evolving digital economy. Collaborations between

SME’s and HEI’s are examined through case studies.

Area specific research indicates that collaborations between SME’s and HEI’s are advanta-
geous. For instance, the study “Emerging Best Strategies and Capabilities for University—
Industry Cooperation: Opportunities for MSMEs and Universities to Improve Collabora-
tion, Journal of Innovation and Entrepreneurship, Vol. 13, Article:28 pp. 1-45”. (Teresh-
chenko et al., 2024a) identifies effective collaboration models that foster innovation and mu-
tual growth. Additionally, the paper “Practice-Based Views on Key Success Elements in
University-Industry Collaborative Activities, , International Journal of Knowledge Manage-
ment, Vol. 20, Iss. 1, pp. 1-25.” (Tereshchenko et al., 2024b) highlights critical success fac-

tors such as stakeholder alignment and the use of digital tools to enhance these partnerships.

Additionally, governments provide a crucial role in in these partnerships because HEI’s are
primarily funded by the government. This enables many SME’s to thrive in the current dig-

ital economy.

This topic is crucial to understand given the rapid growth of the digital world. Platforms
represent a significant shift in how industries have traditionally been organized. In 2019,
seven of the ten most valuable companies globally were based on a platform business model
(Schenker, J.L., 2019). As well in 2024, seven of the ten most valuable companies are still
platform-based, though not them being necessarily the same companies as in 2019. This
underscores the enduring influence of the PE on global business models (Investopedia,
2024).



The research area is narrowed by focusing not on numerical data, but rather on generic ter-
minology and the concept of how PE-driven SME’s operate and collaborate with HEI’s. The
emphasis is on providing a broad overview of trends and general observations. The main
objective is to gain an overall understanding of the working methods, current status, and the
pros and cons. Additionally, a short look at as what the future may hold.

Though the COVID-19 pandemic was not a central focus, its presence is evident in the ma-
terial used. It has affected SME’s in different ways, positively for some, but negatively for
the majority. The pandemic boosted e-commerce adoption and increased sales for SME’s in
Information Technology (IT) but negatively impacted key activities for SME’s in sectors
such as transport, retail trade, accommodation, food services, real estate and other personal
services which including entertainment and recreation. (Erdiaw-Kwasie, M.O., et al, 2023).
Government support, particularly in the form of funding, was crucial during this period.

1.1. Introduction to SME’s and Platform Economy

Small and medium-sized enterprises (SME’s) represent 99% of all businesses in the EU. The
main factors that determine whether an enterprise is categorised as small or medium-sized
include its staff headcount and either its balance sheet total or turnover amount (European
Commission, 2003.). In 2022, SME’s played a crucial role in employment and value creation
across the 38 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) countries.
According to OECD SME’s make up 99% of all businesses in OECD and they provided over
50% of GDP (OECD, n.d.).

SME’s play a crucial role in local communities and drive economic and societal transitions
(International Labour Organization, 2019). Globally, SME’s represent about 90% of busi-
nesses and more than 50% of employment, underscoring their importance in job creation

and economic development (World Bank, 2019).



Company category | Headcount: Annual | Annual Turnover Annual Balance
work unit (AWU) (or) sheet total
Medium <250 <50m¢€ <43m¢€
Small <50 <10m€ <10m€
Micro <10 <2m¢€ <10m¢€

Table 1. MSME Definition. (Kotavaara, O. & Bjork, P., 2021. & European Commission,
2020.)

Platform Economy (PE) refers to an economic system where goods and services are ex-
changed through digital platforms. It is economic, social, and societal activity where the
essential role is played by internet infrastructure and the services built upon it. Platform
economy companies are divided into the following types: Transaction platforms, Innovation
platforms, Integrated platforms and Investment platforms. There is also platform cooper-
atism which means that the platform is cooperatively owned by its users rather than a cor-

poration or investors. (Platform economy, 2018.)

The PE represents a transformative shift in how economic activities are organized, mediated
and scaled. This shift has also impacted the employment market, where new generations
encounter heightened expectations regarding their ability in utilizing PE skills. For instance,
new hires may be expected to effectively and willingly use social media platforms to enhance

the brand image of their employer. (Happonen, A. et al., 2022)

Platforms which provide a networked hosting architecture, have redefined the economic and
organizational logics of many traditional services. They offer a digital enclosure that inte-
grates various actors and activities into a shared ecosystem, producing multiplier effects,
economies of scale, improved productivity and new market opportunities. (Vale, M. et al.,
2024, pp. 5-9.)

To get a quick understanding of the concept of PE is with real life examples. Large PE com-
panies that all have heard of include the likes of Airbnb, Facebook, Amazon, and Uber to
name a few. PE’s redefine business and consumer interactions. Transaction platforms like
Airbnb match users with services such as accommodations using digital profiles and recom-
menders. Innovation platforms from Apple and Microsoft support product development
frameworks, while Amazon Web Services offer essential cloud infrastructure. Social plat-
forms like Facebook facilitate user interactions and business marketing. Sharing platforms
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such as Uber and Wikipedia leverage communal resources for services like ride-sharing and

collaborative knowledge creation. (Vale, M. et al., 2024, pp. 5-9.)

The key point is that the service seeker and the service provider are not alone in the equation;
the platform company acts as a third party, playing a more or less active role. (Sutela, H.,
2023)

1.2. History of Platform Economies

Before the internet businesses operated on principles similar to today’s digital platforms. For
example, grain exchanges in ancient Greece (12" — 9™ century BCE) allowed farmers and
traders to exchange grains for money or other goods. Around 1100 BCE in China, match-
makers facilitated arranged marriages, connecting families with suitable sons or daughters.
Additionally, medieval fairs (476 to around 1400 CE) served as early transactional plat-

forms. (Platform economy, 2018.)

Academic interest in economic platforms gained traction starting in the 1990s. Initially, re-
search focused on innovation or product platforms, with less emphasis on online activities
until the late 1990s. (Platform economy, 2018.)

Jean-Charles Rochet’s and Jean Tirole’s paper, "Platform Competition in Two-Sided Mar-
kets," which was already spread around by academics in 2000 but published in 2003, is
credited as the first to address digital matchmakers within the platform business model. (Plat-

form economy, 2018.)

The paper introduces the concept of two-sided markets, where platform owners must navi-
gate the "chicken-and-egg problem™ of attracting both sides of their market. Examples like
video game consoles and credit cards illustrate how platforms benefit from network exter-
nalities, influencing their pricing strategies and business models. Rochet and Tirole also state
that unlike traditional markets, two-sided markets require platforms to consider the interac-
tions and complementarities between distinct user groups, influencing profit centres and
pricing decisions. (Rochet, J.-C. and Tirole, J. 2003)

Because innovation platforms are also sometimes regarded as PE’s, throughout history

whenever establishments or an arrangements comparable to organisations or companies,
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have existed, some form of platform for innovation has existed. In the 1800s, innovation
meant novelty, with "invention™ for patented machines and “improvement™ for advance-
ments in existing machinery. By 1836 in Belgium, innovation encompassed revolutionary
advances in science, technology, arts, and industry, while "new observation™ referred to sci-
entific discoveries. The term "technological innovation" gained prominence in the twentieth

century, highlighting the significance of technological progress. (Godin, B. 2016.)

Additionally, to mention some examples of “innovation platforms” cited in Wikipedia, in-
stitutes like Harvard Business School and the Wintel technology platform are highlighted as

pre-internet platforms from the 1980s (Platform economy, 2018).

1.3. Recent Years

In recent years there has been a significant shift in the structure of our economy, character-
ized by the emergence and dominance of platform-based business models. This transfor-
mation has serious implications for the distribution of economic power and control within
the market. As said in the: “Issues in Science and Technology 32. The Rise of the Platform

Economy”, Published in March 2016, written by Kenney, M. and Zysman, J. write:

“We are in the midst of a reorganization of our economy in which the platform owners are
seemingly developing power that may be even more formidable than was that of the factory

owners in the early industrial revolution.” (Kenney, M. and Zysman, J., 2016, p. 62).

Given that the quote was written in 2016, one wonders if the platform economies power has
solidified as predicted or if new dynamics have emerged. Have platform owners truly be-
come the new "factory owners," or have unforeseen challenges or regulations reshaped the

landscape?

Platforms have revolutionized economic activity by creating ecosystems that facilitate vari-
ous services and tools. The term “platform economy” is preferred over “digital platform
economy” because it is a more neutral term. It encompasses the growing number of digitally
enabled activities across business, politics and social interactions. The Internet is the foun-
dational platform, with Google as its organizer. Major platforms like Apple’s iOS and

Google’s Android have spawned vast ecosystems. Infrastructure providers like Amazon



12

Web Services enable the development of other platforms. Platforms like GitHub lower soft-
ware development costs, while service platforms like Airbnb and Lyft disrupt traditional
industries. (Kenney, M. and Zysman, J., 2016, pp. 62-68).

These platforms cause economic consequences by altering the economic power dynamics,
raising questions about value creation and capture, work organization, and regulatory im-
pacts. This raises the question of how value is created and who captures it? Often this trans-
forms traditional employment into gig work or new forms of labor. (Kenney, M. and Zys-
man, J., 2016, pp. 63-68).

The debate around the platform economy parallels early IT revolution discussions. Optimists
see platforms like Uber and Airbnb unlocking economic potential, while skeptics warn of
fragmented work and lack of benefits. Platforms monetize human activities, from social net-
works to gig work, raising questions about job displacement versus creation. (Kenney, M.
and Zysman, J., 2016, pp. 63-68).

The digital landscape continues to expand rapidly, with an increasing percentage of the
global population gaining internet access. According to DataReportal's article “Internet Use
In 2024” by Kemp S., published on January 31, 2024, “There are 5.35 billion people using
the internet in 2024, equating to 66.2 percent of the world’s total population.” The internet
enhances global interconnectedness, with a growing number of users engaging across vari-

ous platforms and applications (Kemp, 2024).

With the rapid expansion of access to the internet, platform economies are becoming in-
creasingly integral to our global society. As more people connect online, the potential for
innovation and entrepreneurship grows which creates new opportunities for economic par-
ticipation. These online networks enable unprecedented levels of interaction and commerce,

allowing individuals to engage in economic activities that transcend traditional boundaries.

However, this rapid digital transformation also prompts us to consider the implications for
privacy, security and equitable access. It is essential to balance technological advancements
with thoughtful regulation and inclusive practices. This way ensuring that the benefits of the
digital economy are shared widely and fairly. Additionally, fair sharing of benefits will be
essential for the success of platform based shared innovation and development initiatives.
Such collaboration involves different parties working together to achieve higher levels of

cooperation. Without effective models for fair sharing of both gains and challenges,
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collaborators may find it difficult to establish trust (Happonen, A. et al, 2020.) This can

ultimately hinder the platform’s ability to deliver their promised outcomes.

The expansion of mobile internet and the proliferation of smartphone apps from the mid-
2000s significantly boosted the reach and operational efficiency of platforms. The develop-
ment of wireless communication technologies has had a profound impact on modern com-
munication. As these technologies continue to evolve, we can expect even more advances in
wireless connectivity and communication in the years to come. Thinking about the evolution
from analog phones to the current era of 5G networks, cellular technology has continued to

evolve and push the boundaries of what is possible. (Teodorescu, C.A. et al, 2023.)

Thinking about the impact of cellular technology cannot be overstated. Regarding our daily
lives, cellular technology has transformed the way we work, learn and socialize. The future
of cellular technology promises even more exciting advancements as we continue to explore
the possibilities of 5G and beyond. We can only imagine what the future holds. (Teodorescu,
C.A.etal, 2023.)

1.4. Industry 4.0 and Internet of Things

Industry 4.0 represents the latest phase in the evolution of industrial revolutions, encompass-
ing recent trends in the utilization of artificial intelligence and a shift toward more global
and sustainable actions (Ghoreishi, M. et al, 2020). It follows earlier shifts from manual
labor to mechanization (Industry 1.0) in the late 18th century, to the use of electrical energy
(Industry 2.0) in the 1900s, and digitalization (Industry 3.0) beginning in the 1960s. (Gomez,
C.etal, 2021.)

The term “Industry 4.0” was introduced by the German government in 2011. It refers to the
integration of intelligent cyber-physical systems (CPPS) that leverage global information
and communication networks for automated data exchange and process alignment. Industry
4.0 encompasses various technological advances including increased data volumes, compu-
tational power, and connectivity, alongside innovations in human-machine interaction and
digital-to-physical system integration, such as advanced robotics and 3D printing. (Gomez,
C.etal, 2021.)
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The Fourth Industrial Revolution marks a profound technological transformation in the 21st
century. Mainly driven by advancements in Artificial Intelligence (Al), the Internet of
Things (IoT) and autonomous vehicles. These technologies are increasingly integrated into
daily life, fundamentally reshaping work, organizational structures and societal norms. As
technology evolves, it revolutionizes the nature of work and necessitates new employment
concepts while enhancing digitalization and smart ecosystems. (Ross, P. and Maynard, K.,
2021).

The study titled "The Role of Industry 4.0-Enabled Data-Driven Shared Platforms as Ena-
blers of Product-Service Systems in the Context of Circular Economy" written by Atif, S.,
published on March 16, 2023, explores how Industry 4.0 technologies and Product-Service
Systems (PSS) can enhance the Circular Economy (CE). The study is a Systematic Literature
Review (SLR), and it evaluates Industry 4.0 technologies. These include such as 10T and
data analytics and how they have the potential to significantly disrupt economic sectors,

improving reverse logistics and waste management.

The subject matter that the research article provides to this thesis is that PSS’s could be
thought as PE’s although they are related but distinct. PSS integrates products and services
to deliver value, while PE’s facilitate transactions through digital or physical platforms.
Many modern PSS models utilize platforms to enhance offerings, manage subscriptions and
track usage. Both concepts focus on value creation through interactions and benefit from
network effects. As user numbers grow, both these systems contribute to digital transfor-

mation by improving service management. (Atif, S., 2023.)
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2. Exploring Extensive Literature on SME: Insights into Platform

Economies through Partnerships between HEI’s and SME’s

Many universities have published promotional articles supporting the University Business
Collaboration (UBC) agenda. While it’s in their own interest to increase visibility and attract
collaborations, there are also significant benefits for both universities and companies in-

volved.

For example, the University of Minnesota's "The Benefits of Collaboration Between Uni-
versity and Industry,” published January 15, 2024, and Roetters Eiland Campus’s (Univer-
sity of Amsterdam) "6 Reasons why Companies should consider collaborating with Univer-

sities" are among the first results when searching for this topic.

The University of Minnesota’s article highlights the benefits of university-business partner-
ships, claiming that collaborations bridge the gap between theory and practice. This enables
learners to apply classroom knowledge in real-world settings, which enhances learning out-
comes and sparks workplace innovation. The article also emphasizes how such partnerships
expose students to industry challenges, leading to fresh ideas and better-prepared graduates.
Also, there is an economic impact of these collaborations. They may often lead to the crea-

tion of startups and local job opportunities. (University of Minnesota, 2024)

The University of Amsterdam's Roeterseiland Campus outlines the strategic benefits UBC.
It emphasizes access to a pool of talented students and researchers, as well as cutting-edge
research facilities that can drive innovation. The article also highlights the advantages of
knowledge transfer, funding opportunities and building long-term relationships. Through
ongoing collaborations, companies can develop a talent pipeline, gain industry insights and
establish a collaborative ecosystem that benefits both academia and industry. Roeterseiland's
practical approach, demonstrated through its research centers and labs, showcases the real-
world benefits of such partnerships. (University of Amsterdam, n.d.)
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2.1. Example Case studies in European Union

Real world examples are important when studying any topic at all to get a clearer view about
it. The real working examples help to clarify the topic at hand by showing how they play out

in different contexts.

The European Union provides some in depth case studies on various topics regarding col-
laborations between Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) and different companies. The case
studies and their data are made possible by the European Investment Fund (EIF). EIF sup-
ports SMEs and entrepreneurs across Europe through financial intermediaries helping many
to start and expand their businesses. The case studies and video stories available illustrate

the success and impact of EIF's support. (European Investment Fund, 2024.)

In this segment, the reader will be familiarized with several case studies provided. The stud-
ies explore various collaborations between institutes and different companies. These case
studies offer some detailed insights into the practical impacts and outcomes of such partner-
ships. By examining these examples, one might gain some understanding of how HEI’s and

companies effectively collaborate to drive innovation and economic growth.

2.1.1. WMG SME Programme in United Kingdom

Taking an example UBC from the United Kingdom, the University of Warwick's WMG
(formerly Warwick Manufacturing Group) is a leading department providing advanced in-
novation and technology across various sectors. WMG collaborates with companies in sec-
tors like automotive, aerospace and healthcare, including over 4,000 SMEs. The WMG SME
Team supports manufacturing SME’s by offering access to cutting-edge facilities, research
development, innovation and skills enhancement programs. (Galan-Muros, V. vai
2016(n.d.))

Over the previous decade, WMG has assisted in over 1,400 SMEs, Students benefit annually
from WMG postgraduate program and WMG's support has increased competitiveness and
growth in SMEs, safeguarding and creating jobs and creating new businesses. WMG
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academics gain real-world insights and students benefit from industrial experience, enhanc-

ing their employability. (Galan-Muros, V. (n.d.))

For instance, Thermotec Plastics Ltd used WMG’s testing facilities and guidance to validate
product capabilities. Trans-Rak International Ltd benefited from software developed by
WMG to optimize car placement in shipping containers, saving costs and increasing rack
sales. Pashley Cycles Ltd engaged in a customer engagement workshop and adopted a dec-
orative finishing process, generating new ideas and opportunities. (Galan-Muros, V.
vai2016(n.d.))

Multiple success stories prove that WMG’s systematic UBC format is indeed a good invest-
ment and beneficial to every interest group involved. Receiving multiple awards, favourable

outcomes and financial gain WMG is one of the biggest SME HEI collab providers.

Many examples of said in the success stories can be found in a promotional paper published
in 2024 by WMG University of Warwick themselves. Notable examples include “Gordon
Ellis & Co Woodwork Company Nails Success with More Than £70k Savings,” “Lanemark
Combustion Engineering Ltd Saves £50k a Year Through Factory Optimization and Imple-
ments Value Engineering Exercise to Reduce Environmental Impact,” “The Alternative Pal-
let Company Ltd Sustainability Project Leads to 60% of Waste Offcuts Reused,” and “War-
den Plastics Ltd Reducing Material Saves £42k per Year Without Compromising Effective-
ness”. (WMG University of Warwick. 2024)

2.1.2. Kolektor Group and Slovenian Universities collaboration

One example is the study regarding the collaboration of Kolektor Group and the Universities
of Ljubljana and Maribor in Slovenia. The case study regards Research and Development
(R&D) and how the cooperation between academia and industry benefits both. While
Kolektor Group being a large enterprise and not being a SME because of annual turnover of
1.1 billion and employing 5500 people worldwide (Kolektor, 2024.) It still provides some
practical insight into the topic of University Business Collaboration (UBC).

This collaboration spans research, education, entrepreneurship and commercialization of re-

search results. Kolektor Group’s aim in this UBC was to enhance its technological leadership
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while maintaining focus on core production. For example, Kolektor is co-funding projects
with University of Ljubljana’s faculty of Electrical Engineering to emphasize industrial de-

velopment. (Pavlin, S., 2016vai nd.a).

Students participate through internships, thesis projects, and employment opportunities
which shape their development and align curriculum with industry needs. This UBC initia-
tive has provided a platform for inventions leading to licenses, patents and market ready
products. Support mechanisms like financial incentives and strategic company orientation
are provided within the EIF and national funds to give a boost to UBC. The outputs that have
been developed include significant technological advancements such as advanced motors

and water treatment devices. (Pavlin, S., 2016vai nd.a).

Kolektor’s commitment to UBC has been given praise through several awards like the Puh
Award for economic innovations provided by Ministry of Higher Education, Science and
Technology in 2011 and 2016 TOP10 Educational Management Award for investing in in-
tellectual capital. (Pavlin, S., 2016 vai nd.a).

2.1.3. UBC R&D Collaboration GroGlass and the University of Latvia

Another good UBC, is with GroGlass and University of Latvia. GroGlass is a medium-sized
company based in Riga, Latvia. They have approximately 150 employees (as of 2016). The
company is distinguished by its strong R&D collaborations with universities. The main col-
laborator is the Institute of Solid State Physics (SSPI) at the University of Latvia, which they
started in 2008 to tackle production challenges and develop new products. (Pavlin, S. (n.d.b))

The cooperation involves human resources, materials, equipment, and financial resources.
GroGlass engineers and staff collaborate with SSPI researchers and students. For SSPI, the
collaboration provides practical experience and skills for scientists, research personnel, and
students. GroGlass hopes to enhance employee knowledge and gain a competitive ad-
vantage, with expectations that the collaboration will lead to specialized courses at the insti-
tute. SSPI gains professional growth and industry connections. (Pavlin, S. (n.d.b)

Support mechanisms include European and national funding for scientific development,

along with the university's provision of necessary equipment and expertise. Challenges
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include financial barriers and differing time expectations between the company and the in-
stitute. (Pavlin, S. (n.d.b)

The partnership is sustained by the evolving needs of the business and the constant develop-
ment of R&D projects. This successful model of cooperation, characterized by mutual trust
and organic workflow, can be transferred to other institutions and industries. (Pavlin, S.
(n.d.b)

2.2. Moderated Mediation & Digital Platform Capability

"Moderated mediating" refers to a statistical concept in research that combines both media-
tion and moderation effects to explain the relationship between variables. It occurs when the
effect of an independent variable on an outcome through a mediator is influenced by a mod-
erator. This means that the strength or direction of the mediation effect varies depending on
the level of another variable (the moderator). C. W. Langfred (2004) is credited as the first
for thease methods to analyze such models and later on Muller, Judd & Yzerbyt (2005) pro-
vided additional clarification. (Moderated Mediation, 2024.)

Digital Platform Capability (DPC) refers to an organization’s ability to effectively utilize
digital platforms for various purposes, such as innovation, value co-creation and governance.
Sometimes it may be harder for SME to develop and benefit from DPC. This is because of
the limited experience, resources and funds that the large enterprises would have. (Jiang, H.
et al. 2023)

An interesting example, a study from China, “How digital platform capability affects the
innovation performance of SMEs—Evidence from China”, written by Jiang, H., Yang, J.
and Gai, J., published in 2023 proposed a moderated mediating model to explore the rela-
tionship between DPC and Innovation Performance (IP). They examined how governance
mechanisms in the Digital Business Ecosystem (DBE) environment influence this relation-
ship. The research focused on SMEs, collecting 346 valid questionnaires and testing theo-
retical assumptions through empirical analysis. Key findings from the study include Positive
Impact of DPC on IP, Role of Value Co-Creation (VCC) and External Innovation Networks
(EIN). (Jiang, H. et al. 2023)



20

In this context, the mediation refers to how an independent variable, such as DPC, affects a
dependent variable, like IP, through a third variable, such as VCC. Moderation occurs when
a third variable, like EIN, influences the strength or direction of the relationship between the

independent and dependent variables.

Positive Impact of DPC on IP: The study confirms that DPC has a significantly positive
impact on SMEs’ IP. According to resource orchestration theory, the effective orchestration,
combination and flexible allocation of heterogeneous resources via digital platforms help
SMEs maintain long-term competitive advantage. (Jiang, H. et al. 2023)

Role of Value Co-Creation (VCC): DPC positively influences VCC, enabling SMESs to mon-
itor and evaluate data elements more effectively. This reduces cooperation risks and im-
proves joint problem-solving efforts. Stronger digital platform reconfiguration capability re-
duces cooperation costs and enhances SMEs flexibility in adjusting relationships with part-
ners. VCC partially mediates the relationship between DPC and IP, indicating that joint plan-
ning, problem-solving and flexibility in adjustments play a crucial role in translating DPC
into enhanced IP. (Jiang, H. et al. 2023)

External Innovation Networks (EIN): The study also highlights that the external innovation
network (EIN) moderates the relationship between DPC and VCC. Robust EINs lead to a
more stable ecosystem, promoting positive cooperation and value sharing among stakehold-
ers. This in turn enhances VCC. Also, advanced EINs alleviate SMESs' concerns about pro-

tecting their interests on digital platforms. (Jiang, H. et al. 2023)

In conclusion, the research underscores the importance of DPC for SMEs in improving in-
novation performance. By effectively leveraging digital platforms, SMEs can direct re-
sources, enhance value co-creation and maintain a competitive edge in dynamic markets.
(Jiang, H. et al. 2023)
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3. Evaluating the Impacts and Benefits: Contributions of Plat-

form Economies and HEI-SME Partnerships

This chapter will take a short look at the common worker’s perspective within the PE, pro-
vide an example of working platform cooperativism and address common challenges faced
by HEI’'s and SME’s in these environments. Examining the worker’s perspective is im-
portant because of the rapid expansion and evolution of PE has introduced unique labour

dynamics. These dynamics being the topics of job security, rights and benefits.

Additionally, an example of platform cooperativism highlights alternative organizational
model. It empowers workers and addresses gaps in social protection which is typical in plat-
form-based work. Successful cooperatives suggest that these models can reshape technology
to better serve workers. Understanding the challenges faced by HEI’s and SME’s provides
context for the complexities of partnership formation in the evolving platform economy.

3.1. The workers Dilemma

The platform economy started rapidly to develop in 2008-2009 and grew rapidly in the
2010s. Companies within the platform economy, the tasks they facilitate and the workers
involved are now highly diverse. This makes the phenomenon difficult to measure and reg-
ulate. The platforms also monitor and oversee the work being done, raising questions about

worker’s rights and social security. Sutela, H. (2023).

As earlier mentioned, Rochet and Tirole state that unlike traditional markets, two-sided mar-
kets require platforms to consider the interactions and complementarities between distinct
user groups, influencing profit centres and pricing decisions. (Rochet, J.-C. and Tirole, J.
2003)

A report from 2019 highlights that many platform economy companies in Finland violate
workers' rights by not providing full social benefits. These companies often treat workers as

independent contractors rather than employees, which shifts risks to the workers and limits
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their job security. While some platforms operate like temp agencies and offer more security,
many exploit workers by offering low pay and limited flexibility. The report suggests that
extending job security and allowing collective bargaining could improve conditions. How-
ever, global competition makes it difficult for freelancers in high-cost countries like Finland
to compete. (YLE, 2019)

Because gig workers for the platform economies are treated as “individual entrepreneurs”
and their efforts are “gig-based” they lack the benefits that traditional employees receive.
Sceptics warn that this fragmented work structure leads to a lack of essential benefits.

Workers in the platform economy face multiple challenges when considering the formation
of unions. These challenges include Recent Development, Limited Workforce Representa-
tion, Resistance from Platforms and Legal Challenges. (Johnston, H. & Land-Kazlauskas,
C., 2019)

To open up the challenges, first being the “Recent Development” means that the platform
economy is relatively new, so traditional forms of collective bargaining, such as formal
agreements are not yet common. Then second “Limited Workforce Representation” means
that despite the visibility of gig work, it represents a small portion of the labor market. This
may explain the slow progress toward collective bargaining. Third is the “Resistance from
Platforms” Companies like Uber resist unionization and collective bargaining. They argue
that their flexible business models are incompatible with traditional structures. Then the
fourth one “Legal Challenges” is that gig workers, often classified as independent contrac-
tors, face legal barriers to collective bargaining. Competition laws may consider their orga-
nized activities as illegal price-fixing which complicates their ability to negotiate collec-
tively. (Johnston, H. & Land-Kazlauskas, C., 2019)

The International Labour Organization (ILO) broadly acknowledges the right to collective
bargaining, but platform workers face significant obstacles due to their employment status,
outdated regulations, and the complexity of identifying their employers. Additionally, gig
workers often lack essential benefits such as job security, insurance, and unemployment pro-

tection, which traditional employees receive. (Johnston, H. & Land-Kazlauskas, C., 2019)

In Belgium, cooperatives like SMart present a promising solution for gig workers by provid-
ing the security of formal employment. Operating across Europe, SMart allows gig workers

to become employees of the cooperative, granting them access to employment benefits.
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Critics argue that this model shifts the responsibility for benefits, such as workers compen-
sation and pensions, away from employers. However, in countries with strong public social
protection systems, the cooperative model has proven successful. SMart’s role in the gig
economy has expanded to include negotiations with companies like Deliveroo, securing es-
sential benefits such as a base salary, guaranteed pay periods and reimbursement for job-
related expenses. (Johnston, H. & Land-Kazlauskas, C., 2019) & (SMart, n.d). The success
of SMart demonstrates how platform cooperativism can transform technology often criti-

cized as exploitative into a tool that benefits workers.

3.2. Potential Disadvantages within the Collaboration

As discussed earlier in this thesis, successful collaboration between an educational institu-
tion and any enterprise benefits both parties. However, this chapter examines the potential
disadvantages of collaborations between SME’s and HEI’s. The aim is to show some of the
challenges these businesses face in navigating collaborative efforts. The challenges are
drawn from existing literature and the parts provided highlight the pressures such as digital-
ization, internationalization, and sustainability. Additionally, a short mention of potential
downsides of government support programs is provided. It notes how the support programs

may create dependency or exacerbate resource strains.

SME’s face mounting challenges such as the pressures to digitalize, internationalize, meet
decarbonization goals, and attract skilled talent. Governments have responded to these chal-
lenges by providing financial support during the pandemic, but this alone may not be suffi-
cient to ensure the long-term success of these businesses. (Lin, D.-Y., et al., 2022).

Government financial aid, innovation and external support played a crucial role in helping
SME’s navigate the challenges posed by the COVID-19 pandemic. External support was
important in strengthening the relationship between innovation practices and SME survival.
The support, whether in the form of financial assistance, training, or consultancy, was crucial
to the long-term sustainability of these enterprises. While the impact on short-term perfor-
mance was less significant, external support was essential for maintaining business continu-
ity and resilience. (Adam, N.A. and Alarifi, G., 2021)
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Several countries, including Canada, Singapore, and Malaysia, have developed programs
that offer both financial and advisory support to high-potential SME’s. A key component of
these programs is the strategic partnership between SME’s and HEI’s. (Lin, D.-Y., et al.,
2022). Government support systems are crucial and as earlier mentioned in the thesis EU’s

support many times has been impactful and successful for HEI and SME collaborations.

Despite the clear benefits, there are also notable disadvantages to these support programs.
First, the collaborations can be resource-intensive and a lot of time & effort requiring. Some-
times a large financial investment from both SME’s and governments is also in need. These
demands can be particularly challenging for smaller governments with limited budgets. Also,
the selective nature of these programs that focuses on SME’s with high growth potential,
will sometimes leave out the smaller and less established businesses that are equally in need
of support. (Lin, D.-Y., et al., 2022).

Another challenge is the risk associated with the implementation of the advice and strategies
provided through these programs. Not all SMEs may have the capacity or willingness to
fully integrate the support they receive. Without strong commitment, the benefits of these
programs may not be fully realized, leading to wasted resources. SME’s often operate with
a focus on short-term gains and immediate market needs, while HEI’s may prioritize long-
term research and educational outcomes. This divergence can lead to conflicts and ineffi-
ciencies in the partnership. (Lin, D.-Y., et al., 2022).

Finally, there is the risk of creating dependency. SMEs might become too reliant on govern-
ment support, which could hinder their ability to adapt independently to future challenges.
This dependency could undermine the long-term sustainability of the SME sector, making it

less resilient in the face of new or unforeseen economic pressures. (Lin, D.-Y ., et al., 2022).

SME’s may also develop dependency on government support, which can hinder their adapt-
ability and long-term resilience. Resource strain is also a concern as limited financial and
human resources may prevent SMEs from sustaining effective partnerships. Also on the
topic the intellectual property disputes can arise, leading to legal issues and potentially dam-
aging the collaboration. (Lin, D.-Y., et al., 2022).
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4. Conclusion

This thesis studied how PE SME’s work with HEI’s. The primary goal of providing a general
understanding of the concepts and giving the reader a common knowledge of the topic was
achieved. The topic mostly stayed within its original plan. Examples of SME’s and their
collaboration models with HEI’s were provided. However, the work does not meet the stand-
ards of a literature review, as it is not a comprehensive and systematic study of the literature
on the topic. Also, there was not necessarily enough evidence of SME sized Platform Econ-
omies. More information and examples could have been provided. Still, multiple case studies
and theory were included and therefore it is successfully explained how these businesses and
educational institutes work together. One area that also could have been improved is that if
the focus is on SME’s meaning that none of the case studies should necessarily involve large

enterprises by definition, even if they can be integrated into the discussion.

However, Examples of companies based on PE, as well as research on how university staff
and students collaborate with them, could have been mentioned to some extent. Numerical
data and large-scale data analysis were intentionally left out. This does not pose a significant
issue, as the thesis was intended to provide only a surface-level exploration, offering a broad

overview of the subject.

The pandemic and its impacts were present in numerous sources, but it was not a primary
focus of this thesis. However, the pandemic had a worldwide effect. It affected everyone and
everything. As a result, its effects appear indirectly throughout the thesis, along with few

direct references and explanations.

4.1. Success Measured

To map out the success of these HEI and enterprise collaborations it is certainly exciting to
receive recognition or awards, even if they may not hold significant meaning in a broader
context. For students, as individuals, financial rewards or benefits can be highly useful. Also,

if these incentives lead to increased productivity, that’s undoubtedly a positive outcome.
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There is also evidence from multiple cases that these initiatives have led to tangible results.
However, it is unclear whether the same achievements could have been made without the
support of EU funding or collaboration networks. Companies often tend to use and seek
external sources of innovation, and it must be more cost-effective and efficient if there is

governmental funding to utilize students in this capacity.

For university staff, receiving recognition for their research is also highly significant and
personally motivating. The ceremonies and award distributions must serve a purpose, as they
would not be organized otherwise. Whether you're a student, a company employee, or a
university staff member, it’s always nice to feel appreciated. Even people in leadership po-

sitions enjoy little personal recognition.

KPT’s (Key Performance Indicators), such as "Value Created" (VC), are essential metrics,
particularly from a funder’s perspective. Value Created refers to the economic value gener-
ated by an organization, while KPI’s are measurable metrics used to evaluate performance
against objectives. These concepts and their interrelationship allow organizations to make
informed decisions, enhance performance, and drive sustainable value creation. (Qlik, 2021.)
& (Walter, J., 2023.) However, this falls outside the current scope of this thesis, as the focus

has not been on numerical values or financial metrics, but rather on general practices.

4.2 Future Trends

Considering the PE, several trends like Al and Business to business model (B2B) are huge
future factors. Al and machine learning are transforming B2B sales and marketing. Al and
machine learning enhance data analytics, predictive capabilities and personalized strategies.
These technologies play a crucial role these in improving lead generation, customer segmen-
tation and overall marketing efficiency. As Al and machine learning continue to evolve, their
widespread adoption is expected to significantly shape the future of B2B business strategies.

This positions them as key factors in the platform economy. (Rane, N. et al. 2024)

Firms are increasingly focusing on interconnected platforms to enhance their business mod-
els. These platforms promote sustainable practices by favouring sharing and recycling over
linear consumption. As the platforms expand, they will encounter growing inspection which

leads to tailored regulations. The regulations balance innovation and consumer protection.
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Innovations like Al and blockchain will enhance platform capabilities and business models.
(Reillier, B., 2024)

The Fourth Industrial Revolution has increased the importance of higher education, leading
to an increase in the demand for degrees. Higher education institutions now prioritize self-
directed learning, critical thinking and social skills. Collaborative learning in residential
communities fosters teamwork which is a highly valued skill by employers. Partnerships
between businesses and educational institutions are increasingly vital. HEI’s are ensuring
curricula aligns with industry needs through internships and mentorships. Promoting self-
learning and essential skills in higher education enhances graduate employability and builds
a resilient workforce. This ultimately shapes a future that meets the demands of a changing
job market. (Penprase, B., 2018).

Collaboration between HEI’s and SME’s will go on due to mutual benefits, such as enhanced
career opportunities for students and access to research for businesses. The collaboration
models, such as internships and research partnerships suggest that these partnerships will
continue to be integral to both HEI’s and SME’s in the future. (Tereshchenko et al., 2024a).
While partnerships between each other offer numerous benefits, they also come with inher-
ent risks and challenges. It is crucial for both parties to establish clear communication, align
their objectives and develop robust frameworks to manage potential conflicts and resource

constraints.
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