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Abstract 
Platformization is a prevailing trend that changes 

industries at their core. The rise and dominance of 
platform-based companies require incumbent 
companies and start-ups to rethink how they approach 
that novel challenge and leverage its full potential. To 
successfully steer and initiate this digitally enabled 
industry transformation, even in traditional industries 
like logistics, the incumbent companies require IT and 
specific platform design support. However, designing a 
digital platform is a complex task riddled with design 
options, potential pitfalls, and complex underlying 
mechanisms. Consequently, research and practice 
require tools to leverage past design knowledge and 
generate digital platforms in a goal-oriented fashion. 
This paper addresses precisely that issue as we report 
on a design science research study that developed a 
visual inquiry tool for digital platform design. 
Ultimately, the visual inquiry tool provides researchers 
and practitioners with the means to develop digital 
platforms more efficiently and strategically. 

1. Introduction  

Today, most industries’ high-tech economic 
disruption is driven by platformization [1, 2]. 
Platformization takes place in all kinds of industries and 
markets as it eases transactions and allows for 
innovation at a large scale [3]. This trend leads to a 
‘platformania’ [4, 5], a significant increase in platforms 
on the market. The question remains whether industries 
get disrupted by potential entrants or by incumbent 
companies defending their market shares with their own 
digital platforms. Companies experience increasing 
pressure to become their industries’ first-mover, 
securing network effects and establishing barriers to 
prevent followers’ entry [2]. Being first does not ensure 
success, but being late can be deadly. Some even argue 
that all companies - even traditional companies - must 
become platform companies to survive [6, 7]. However, 

an analysis by Yoffie et al. [4] shows that developing a 
successful platform is more complicated than expected. 
209 out of 252 analyzed American platforms failed. To 
successfully steer through the heterogeneous landscape 
of digital platform concepts, it is crucial to understand 
their design phenomenology, i.e., the platform’s 
composition and design steps [8].  

IT support and business model adaptation guidance 
are relevant to enable incumbent companies to drive the 
industry transformation via digital platforms, i.e., a 
competitive strategy [7]. This enablement is precisely 
the aim of this paper’s case study.  

Based on our own experiences and discussions with 
industry experts, the European logistics industry barely 
invested in digitalization and, subsequently, lags behind 
in most topics associated with it. That notion is 
corroborated by existing, recent studies, which find a 
significant and urgent need for logistics companies to 
adapt to digitalization and its technologies [9]. Thus, 
only very few industry-wide standards exist, hindering 
the compatibility of solutions like, e.g., industry-wide 
track & trace and data exchange solutions. To tackle this 
issue and achieve industry transformation, a German 
state-funded project supports digital platform 
development via developing and offering logistics 
specific open-source modules. This approach is in line 
with several initiatives from governments to encourage 
the digital platform-based disruption and growth of 
traditional industries [10]. Further, the project’s 
approach to offer selectable components fits the 
modular design of digital platforms. It allows for 
customized but industry-standard establishing digital 
platforms if most logistics companies adopt them [11]. 
This empowerment of the (incumbent) European 
logistics companies is relevant to ensure their success 
and prevent the logistics industry’s disruption by 
“newcomers” like Uber in the taxicab industry or 
Airbnb in the hotel industry [10, 12]. These became 
winner-takes-all markets in which only one or two 
digital platforms become dominant at the expense of the 
industry’s incumbent companies. Further, there is a rich 
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field of start-ups in the logistics industry that challenge 
incumbents through digital business models [11]. 

Next to the offered IT expertise and ready-to-use 
open-source module solutions, logistics companies 
would benefit from additional platform design and 
strategy support. Thus, this paper introduces a new and 
guiding artifact, the Platform Alignment Canvas (PAC), 
assisting prospective platform owners in designing 
digital platforms and corresponding business models. 
The vast landscape of existing platform canvases 
validates the need for platform canvases in practice. 
However, the existing canvases only cover detailed 
platform-specific design elements while lacking the big 
picture definition: the platform’s purpose and role in the 
context of the company’s overall vision and goals. This 
big picture description is essential to ensure this global 
alignment and to benefit from the platform. Thus, the 
PAC’s specialty is this context level, meaning that the 
platform’s purpose guides the implementation, 
evaluates the platform’s progress in comparison to its 
initial purpose, and matches it with the platform’s high-
level design knowledge [13]. So, the PAC considers the 
platform owner’s purpose, the value created and 
exchanged, the involved stakeholders, and the crucial 
requirements to be met for its success. In short, the ‘why 
- purpose’ and the ‘what – platform and feature 
description’ of a platform [14, 15]. 

The PAC is a Visual Inquiry Tool (VIT) (also 
referred to as design canvas) that enables the 
modularization of designable phenomena [13]. Due to 
digital platforms’ complexity, one VIT is insufficient to 
cover a platform project from vision to department-
specific implementation strategies (e.g., marketing and 
IT). Thus, we propose a hierarchization of VITs – a PAC 
kit – further modularizing the platform design. Here, the 
PAC only addresses the design levels ‘why’ and ‘what’. 
To guide the corresponding aligned implementation, we 
envision additional VITs addressing domain-specific 
‘how’ strategies. Accordingly, this paper and the artifact 
are part of a more extensive ongoing design study for 
platforms. This paper aims to answer the following 
research question:  

 
Research Question: How to transform a traditional 
industry by supporting (incumbent) companies in 
designing and developing digital platforms? 
 
The paper’s structure: After the introduction, Section 2 
outlines the state of the art of industry transformation 
via a digital platform. Section 3 illustrates the research 
design. The PAC gets introduced in Section 4. Section 5 
demonstrates the applicability of the PAC before the 
paper finalizes with a conclusion and outlook. 

2. Designing Digital Platforms to 
Transform Industries 

Digital platforms are part of Industry 4.0 (also 
referred to as Industrial Internet of Things) [16]. Digital 
platforms are strategically important as they allow for 
vertical and horizontal connections across supply chains 
[16]. Further, they play a significant role in future 
company-level or even industry-level innovation [2, 
17]. Thus, to allow for the successful adoption of 
Industry 4.0 measures, i.e., introducing a new digital 
platform, top management must define a new direction 
and its corresponding vision and derive an aligned 
company-wide implementation strategy [18].  

Tiwana et al. define digital platforms as “(…) the 
extensible codebase of a software-based system that 
provides core functionality shared by the applications 
that interoperate with it and the interfaces through which 
they interoperate” [19 p. 676]. According to Cusumano 
et al., digital platforms fall into two categories: 
transaction and innovation platforms [4]. Transaction 
platforms enable an easy exchange of information, 
goods, and services between supply and demand (e.g., 
Uber, eBay, or Airbnb) [20, 21]. Innovation platforms 
enable third-party companies to add value to a core 
product or technology via complementary products 
(e.g., Microsoft’s or Linux’s operating systems) [22]. 
Integration platforms are the combination of transaction 
and innovation platforms in one single platform. 
Platforms mediate transactions between two distinct 
sides (two-sided) or more (multi-sided) [2] resulting in 
direct (same-side) and/or indirect (cross-side) network 
effects that significantly impact the decision of joining 
the platform for both the supply and demand-side [23]. 

Wallsten stated that, e.g., the “(…) “sharing 
economy” has turned traditionally underused assets into 
competitors to established industries” [24 p. 2]. This 
allows even new entrants to disrupt existing industries 
via digital platforms [24]. A well-known example is 
Uber which converted prior taxi drivers and people with 
a car and sufficient free time into contractors [12]. Thus, 
the taxicab industry got disrupted by ride-sharing 
platforms like Uber and Lyft, which did not need to obey 
the industry’s strict regulations like fixed prices [24]. 
This works particularly well in commodity markets 
where customers focus on low prices and easy access 
and as little administration effort as possible. Thus, e.g., 
in the taxicab industry, customers do not care about 
brands, as long as they achieve their goals like getting 
from A to B to an acceptable price whenever needed. 
The same counts for the logistics industry. Currently, 
the logistics companies are in fierce and complex 
competition due to few differentiation potentials, only 
leaving room for a price war common in red ocean 
strategies [25, 26]. Thus, the logistics industry might 
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face a digital platform competition in a few years, 
excelling at offering transports from A to B at low costs 
and of reliably good and/or transparent/rateable quality 
following Uber’s lead. Today, a few of the bigger 
incumbent logistics companies already do have digital 
platforms. So, the use case enables incumbent 
companies, especially SMEs with limited resources and 
internal IT expertise, with the IT modules and know-
how needed to expand into the digital services/platform 
market, enabling new and innovative business models.  

Thus, this project chose to influence and drive the 
industry’s transformation with the availability of 
industry-specific open-source components. The 
intention is to achieve standardization and compatibility 
with the potential of co-opetition, strengthening the 
incumbents’ competitiveness. If successful, this mindset 
change could trigger new business models as licensable 
add-on improvements and services that could be 
integrated into the then existing digital platforms. This 
might eventually even open the door for open industry 
and open ecosystem collaboration opportunities [27]. 
These would lead to faster industry developments and 
potentially even to intercompany solution offers [28]. 

So, to convince logistics companies to engage in the 
project and integrate the offered open-source 
components, the project needs clear and convincing 
value propositions. Particularly supporting the 
companies’ purpose of creating additional value for 
customers to ensure their survival in the long run via 
digital platforms [7]. As developing platforms is a 
complex endeavor consisting of multiple design levels 
(e.g., Governance [7] or Business Models [29]), many 
different internal and external stakeholders are 
inevitably involved [30, 31]. We propose digital 
platform design support to prevent incumbent 
companies from platform failure and ensure that their 
platforms’ design levels and stakeholders are aligned. 
For business model development, the Business Model 
Canvas by Osterwalder and Pigneur [32] – today’s most 
prominent VIT - is the standard for business model 
design. Thus, we derive that the project’s incumbent 
companies would benefit greatly from a dedicated 
platform specific VIT to guide the platform design. To 
ensure alignment from ‘vision to responsibility-fitting 
implementation plans’, a hierarchy of platform VITs is 
necessary. It will stretch from common VITs that ensure 
the stakeholders’ alignment to customized VITs 
supporting specific stakeholders/expert groups in 
defining and executing their particular tasks. For the 
alignment and orchestration of the PAC kit, it is crucial 
to question the ‘why (are we building a platform)?’, 
‘what (is required and needs to be offered to be 

 
1 https://www.theplatformcanvas.com last-accessed: 13.06.2021 

successful)?’ before diving into ‘how (must the platform 
be built to make it possible)?’ [4, 29]. This 
differentiation demonstrates that at least three groups of 
experts must be part of the company’s platform task 
force. First, the business expert controls the why - 
ensuring that the platform’s business model suits the 
company’s overall goal and strategy. Second, the 
domain expert (in the project’s case, the logistics 
experts) handles the what – defining the functionalities 
and requirements, ensuring that the platform 
successfully serves the industry’s customers (and fellow 
providers). Third, the IT expert – in control of the how 
– defining and implementing, e.g., the platform 
architecture and boundary resources.   

A Google search for ‘platform canvases’ shows that 
several canvases for (digital) platform design already 
exist (see, e.g., two examples of this paper’s sample of 
ten platform canvases1,2). On average, each canvas 
consists of 12 building blocks, ranging from 8-17 
building blocks. Two of these canvases are canvas kits 
meaning that they split the platform design into several 
canvases. All canvases focus primarily on platform 
actors, unique value propositions (UVP), transactions/ 
interactions, infrastructure/rules, KPIs/ metrics, and 
costs/revenues. The platform actors seem to attract 
special attention as some canvases ask for the definition 
of up to six different stakeholder groups. None of the 
found canvases addresses the first question, ‘why’. 
However, the ‘why’ is crucial to ensure that the top 
management’s vision finds reflection in the platform’s 
purpose and guides and aligns its implementation 
company-wide [18, 33]. 

3. Research Design  

Digital platform projects are designed and 
organized in large interdisciplinary teams [34–36]. As 
this paper aims at supporting these interdisciplinary 
projects, its artifact/result must facilitate and support a 
concise communication and strategic alignment of all 
involved stakeholders. VITs are known to reduce an 
artifact’s design complexity by decomposing it into 
several inter-dependent building blocks [35] - 
positioning it as a model regarding March and Smith’s 
[37] classification of artifact types in design science 
research. To achieve the reduction of a digital platform’s 
complexity, we chose VITs over more formal design 
methods. Furthermore, the intuitive visual design of 
VITs fosters discussion, brainstorming, and 
collaboration.  
  

2 https://www.canvasgeneration.com/canvas/platform-business-
model-canvas/ last-accessed: 13.06.2021 
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Figure 1: Research design based on Hevner [38] 

As the PAC is a model, its design follows Hevner’s 
three-cycle view (see Figure 1) [38]. We establish a link 
between the relevance, design, and rigor cycles by 
circling between conceptual literature work, platform 
design tools, project notes, and practitioners’ feedback.  

First, the case study triggers the need for a new 
platform VIT (usually called platform canvas) 
(relevance – step 1) as the existing platform VITs do not 
address the platform design’s ‘why’ – 
company’s/owner’s vision. Second, we define the 
paper’s design method (design – step 2). We opt for a 
systematic literature review of high-quality journal 
publications and conference proceedings to generate a 
database of articles addressing platform design [39] 
(rigor – step 3). Third, we define the literature review 
strategy by ideating keyword combinations to find 
platform design knowledge in the literature (see Table 
1). Fourth, we search through the most extensive 
database on scientific literature, Scopus, to look for 
papers in the Scholars’ basket of eight journals, the top-
ranked IS conferences ICIS, ECIS, and HICSS, and the 
premier conference on design science DESRIST. 
Especially, the HICSS conference had several VIT-
specific tracks (e.g., see [40]). Fifth, we find design 
knowledge in the extant literature and in taxonomies of 
digital platforms (e.g., see [41]). Sixth, we use Google 
to search for platform canvases (e.g., see the 
Platformdesigntoolkit3) to construct a database of ten 
platform canvases (rigor - step 4). The paper selection 
was driven by paper access and the applicability to the 
paper’s research focus. Most papers detailed very 
specific platform-related questions (focusing on aspects 
of the platform’s ‘how’-level), which were too fine-
granular to be of relevance in this paper. To summarize, 
we generated 950 hits and selected 60 articles and 
platform canvases (see Table 1).  

As our goal is to develop a VIT, we aggregate all 
essential ‘why’ and ‘what’ platform design elements. 
We use logical content aggregation to align the found 
design dimensions into higher-level categories (design 
– step 5) [42]. Here, we apply a combined approach of 

 
3 https://platformdesigntoolkit.com/ last-accessed: 14.06.2021 

concept matrix and creative sessions [43]. 
Subsequently, we select existing and define new design 
elements - building blocks - based on the synthesis of 
higher-level categories. The PAC is intended to be used 
generically and in specific case settings. Thus, we match 
the case study requirements with potential building 
block candidates (step 6). The result is the initial version 
of the PAC (step 7).  
 

Table 1: Literature Search Strategy 
Outlet Strategy Keywords Hits Selected 

AISeL Abstract 
OR Title 

“platform”, 
“taxonomy” 38 11 

EJIS 

Title, 
Abstract, 

Key-
words 

 

“platform 
design” 

 

“platform 
development” 

 

“platform 
method” 

 

“platform 
canvas” 

 

platform 
taxonomy” 

22 0 
ISJ 22 3 
ISR 50 4 
JAIS 22 1 
JIT 20 4 

JMIS 34 1 
JSIS 7 0 

MISQ 40 1 
ICIS 158 8 
ECIS 222 8 

HICSS 302 9 
DESRIST 3 0 

Google 
Search “platform canvas” 10 10 

Summary 950 60 

In steps 8 and 10 (relevance), we evaluate the PAC 
via three workshops. Workshops are an accepted 
evaluation tool of artifacts as they capture the 
participant’s qualitative feedback [44, 45]. We had three 
interactive (online) sessions with project team members 
(2), project leads (2), and an associated industry partner 
(1). In each session, the users receive the PAC (see 
Figure 2) with the corresponding concept table (see 
Table 2). The concept table uses guiding questions to 
detail the PAC’s building blocks and proposes its order 
of completion and instructs on using it. First, the users 
have five minutes to get acquainted with the PAC before 
describing their first impression. Then they fill out the 
PAC by themselves and present their results. Third, they 
provide final (independent) feedback. Fourth, we state 
our intentions and ask for further suggestions of 
improvement. The gathered feedback guides the design 
iterations. Based on the first workshop, our team 
members’ feedback, we iterate the PAC’s design and 
concept table (design - step 9). Then, we evaluate the 
PAC’s second version twice (once with two project 
leads and once with an industry partner) (step 10). 
Section 5 presents the PAC’s third and, for now, final 
version, including the second iteration (design - step 11; 
see Figure 2). 
  

Environment

Design Science Research

Bu
ild

(2) Design of the paper‘s method
(3) Search for relevant literature
(4) Search for existing design tools
(5) Elicit building blocks: synthesis of
the literature review and Google search
findings
(6) Identify the case study‘s need
(7) Design first version of the PAC
(9) First iteration of the PAC
(11) Second iteration - final version -
of the PAC

Ev
al
ua
te (8) First evaluation of the PAC via 

feedback from first workshop
(10)Second evaluation via 
accumulated feedback from the second 
and third workshop

(1) Identify need for a new canvas

Starting Point

Platform Designers

Researchers

Practitioners

Knowledge Base

Case Documentation

Project Experience

Platform Literature
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4. Introduction of the Platform Alignment 
Canvas (PAC) 

Existing canvases focus on the platform’s ‘what’ 
and ‘how’: stakeholders, UVP, transactions, 
infrastructure, KPIs, and costs and revenues. Whereas 
most literature focuses on specific how-considerations, 
some, e.g., Schreieck et al. [7], and Staykova and 
Hedman [46], also research ‘what’-elements. Next to the 
abovementioned elements, they address a platform’s 
competitiveness, performance, openness, governance, 
and trust. But, none of these considerations aligns the 
platform with the company’s overall and the dedicated 
platform vision. We add four newly defined building 
blocks. The first two address the new why-level, and the 
other two add further what-descriptions: (1) purpose for 
the owner, (2) problems to be solved, (3) platform type, 
and (4) requirements:  

 
(1) Purpose: Without considering the company’s 

overall vision, it cannot be ensured nor regularly 
checked whether the platform actually achieves the 
intended results. 

(2) Problems: Understanding the market’s/users’ (of 
both the supply- and demand-side) problems to 
ensure the platform’s value. 

(3) Platform Type: Based on the type, several 
requirements can be pre-determined. 

(4) Requirements: It defines the platform’s ‘must 
haves’ to ensure its success. This summary of the 
‘whats’ enables the transition to the next hierarchy 
level of the envisioned PAC kit: the ‘how’ canvases. 
These canvases design and support expert group-
specific implementation strategies (e.g., one 
dedicated VIT for the IT implementation describing 
the platform’s architecture and boundary 
resources). 

4.1. The PAC’s Building Blocks 

The synthesis of the existing canvases and the 
literature findings is the basis of our VIT. As VITs 
depend on a parsimonious design, the PAC can only 
integrate the most relevant design elements [35]. 
Therefore, we defined and selected ten building blocks 
(see Table 2). Each building block is further defined by 
two to four guiding questions, which were logically 
abstracted from the building blocks. The questions 
specify the building block’s purpose and meaning and 
were refined in discussions with users of the PAC to 
ensure their correct interpretation and application. 

 
 

Table 2: Concepts of the PAC 
Building Block Guiding Questions 

W
hy

 
S Purpose for 

the Owner 

§ Who is the owner of the platform (e.g., 
the company)? 

§ What is the company’s vision (e.g., 
growth, increased market share, enabling 
future innovations)? 

§ How will the platform support the 
owner’s vision? 

D
 Problems to 

be solved 

§ Which customer segment/market does the 
platform intend to serve? 

§ What are the customer segment’s 
problems (e.g., jobs to be done, current 
gains and pains)? 

S&
D

 F
it 

UVP of the 
Platform 

§ What is the platform’s unique value 
proposition (e.g., how does it address the 
customer segment’s problems)? 

§ How will the platform differentiate itself 
from other platforms? 

§ How to protect this advantage? 

W
ha

t  
S 

&
 D

 F
it 

Platform 
Type 

§ Which platform type(s) fit the UVP best 
(e.g., transaction (marketplace for supply 
and demand), innovation (involvement of 
3rd party developers) or integration (mix 
of transaction and innovation))? 

§ How many platform sides are involved? 
§ How to describe the stakeholders best 

(e.g., B2B, B2C or P2P)? 
§ Where do the transactions take place 

(e.g., app or web application)? 

S Providers 

§ Who helps to generate platform value? 
§ What do the providers offer (e.g., 

platform foundation or modules)? 
§ How do the providers benefit? 

D
 

Customers 
§ For whom is it offering value? 
§ How do the customers benefit? 
§ What do they offer in exchange? 

S&
D

 F
it 

Transaction 

§ Which kinds of transactions are possible 
(e.g., services for money)? 

§ How to offer value for stakeholders? 
§ Does the owner steer the transaction? 

S Costs 
§ Which direct costs incur (e.g., salaries)? 
§ Which indirect costs incur (e.g., rent, 

community management)? 

D
 

Revenue 

§ What are revenue options for the owner 
(e.g., short- vs. long-term)? 

§ How do the providers benefit and 
generate revenues for themselves? 

S&
D

 F
it 

Require-
ments 

§ How does the platform ensure to solve 
the customer’s problem? 

§ What are functional requirements to 
ensure stakeholder satisfaction? (e.g., 
roles & rights, profiles, etc.) 

H
ow

 

The ‘how’-level will be derived based on the PAC’s 
requirements – the final building block. For each expert 
group/domain, specialized VITs will be developed to ensure 
the alignment from the owner’s perspective and the overall 
platform description (the PAC) to the final platform 
implementation via customized implementation strategies. 

Legend: S = Supply-side, D = Demand-Side, S&D Fit = Supply and 
Demand Fit 

Page 535



The top three building blocks explain ‘why are we 
building a platform?’, asking for the motivation of 
designing a platform (purpose for the platform owner 
and the chosen market’s problems to be solved) and 
linking it to the platform’s UVP.  

The remaining seven building blocks describe 
‘what is required and needs to be offered to be 
successful?’. First, the chosen platform type defines the 
platform configuration (e.g., transaction to innovation 
platform), the selection of involved platform sides (two- 
or multi-sided), and stakeholder descriptions (e.g., 
businesses or customers), as well as the access 
technology. Next, the PAC asks for clarification of the 
served providers (adding value) and customers 
(receiving value) and the kinds of transactions and 
relationships supported between the supply and demand 
side. To assess the likelihood of the platform’s success 
and rentability, it is essential to paint a realistic picture 
of the owner’s costs of developing and running the 
platform and its community. These costs must be 
covered by the platform’s revenue potentials to get 
started with the platform project under review of the 
PAC. The final building block – requirements - acts as 
a summary of all the what-requirements the platform 
needs to adhere to to ensure that it meets its UVP. 
Further, it sets the stage for deriving suitable 
implementation strategies in additional platform VITs, 
which will address ‘how must the platform be built to 
make it possible?’. 

4.2. From Concept Table to Visual Inquiry Tool 

As the PAC (see Figure 2) is a VIT, the design 
principles by Avdiji et al. [35] guide the design process 
from table to canvas (see Table 3). Furthermore, we use 
these design principles as codified, priorly generated 
design knowledge intended for reuse [47]. Besides, we 
draw inspiration for the visual design from best 
practices (e.g., see BMC [32]). Finally, using and 
instantiating these design principles is part of the 
practical ethos of design science [48]. 

5. Illustrative Application and Evaluation 
of the Platform Alignment Canvas 

We show the applicability of the PAC through an 
illustrative application with project leads of the paper’s 
logistics case study (see Figure 2) [49]. Since the start of 
the project ten months ago, brainstorming, project 
definition, and communication took place via (online) 
meetings, documents, and presentations. This was the 
first time the project was defined with a VIT. 

 

Table 3: Design principles for Visual Inquiry 
Tool design [35] 

Design Principle Instantiation 

C
on

ce
pt

ua
l M

od
el

 

Frame 

The PAC examines the platform from an 
internal perspective. The building blocks are 
mutually exclusive and cover all relevant 
aspects. 

Rigor & 
Relevance 

The building blocks are based on the 
literature corpus on platform design and 
findings from the inductive analysis of 
platform design tools. Complementarily, the 
PAC gets tested by practitioners who validate 
its applicability. 

Parsimony 

The evaluation cycles show that the PAC is 
simple and easy to use. It has only ten 
building blocks which still makes it 
parsimonious. 

Sh
ar

ed
 V

is
ua

liz
at

io
n 

Functionality 

The PAC’s building blocks are empty. The 
platform design will be done with sticky 
notes. This allows for creative hypothesizing 
and easy modifications based on new 
learnings. 

Arrangement 

The building blocks are organized from the 
top (why) to the bottom (what) and from the 
left (supply) to the right (demand). 
The practitioners identified and followed the 
building blocks’ logical flow. 

Facilitation 

To ease each building block’s understanding, 
they are all named and include a 
corresponding metaphor represented by an 
icon. 

D
ir

ec
tio

ns
 fo

r 
U

se
 Ideation 

The PAC comes together with a concept table 
detailing directions for use. It promotes 
collaborative and heterogenous team use to 
enable 360° results. 

Prototyping 
Guiding questions and sticky notes help the 
designers ideate and select hypotheses for 
each building block. 

Presentation 

The PAC allows for tangible marks 
supporting the further planning and 
implementation of the designed platform in a 
similar fashion to other canvases (e.g., see 
[36] or [50]). 

5.1. Case Study Description 

The case study, the Silicon Economy Logistics 
Ecosystem, is a consortium-driven platform aiming at 
establishing an industry-standard in the European 
logistics industry. It shall provide all industry 
stakeholders with the tools and open source components 
to build their own platforms: architecture, modules, 
services, and a business model portfolio. The European 
logistics industry is unique and complex as it struggles 
with high competition, low margins, and a fierce price 
war due to its offerings’ missing differentiation 
possibilities [26, 51]. This competition pushes industry 
stakeholders to value their independence and avoid 
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strengthening a competitor’s position. Therefore, there 
is little incentive to adopt external solutions and 
establish industry-wide standards. Nevertheless, to 
protect themselves from foreign competitors, they need 
to prepare for the next wave of innovations - platform-
enabled business models.  

The case study combines three levels of 
complexity. First, the absence of a dominating platform 
owner requires the orchestration of a host of various 
stakeholders that are peers [52]. Second, the case study 
concerns a platform to build platforms – a repository 
consisting of open-source modules to enable companies 
to build customized platforms for themselves. Thus, the 
platform must support many different needs, 
requirements, and functionalities to achieve value for 
the variety of ‘customized platform’ owners. It is a 
perfect example of a complex platform project and thus 
a great test for the PAC. Third, all components are to be 
developed and offered open-source. The open-source 
choice requires the creation of a community to support 
and maintain the long-term development efforts. These 
conditions must be adequately understood, aligned, and 
managed to ensure that the project’s vision of a 
provider-independent industry standard can be 
achieved.  

5.2. Evaluation of the Platform Alignment 
Canvas 

We received feedback from three workshop groups 
in two evaluation cycles. All workshop participants 
considered the PAC’s visual design professional. 

 Further, they highlighted the usability of the PAC, 
which, conjointly with the guiding questions formulated 
in Table 2, was seen as straightforward, logically 
designed, and easy to use and understand. They 
suggested minor changes regarding the PAC’s design 
and usability (e.g., new/renamed building blocks and 
complementary and/or slightly reframed questions), that 
we incorporated in the design iterations. 

Following Avdiji et al. [35], the PAC asks for 
concise descriptions of the platform’s design 
components written down on sticky notes (see Figure 2). 
During the workshops, this level of precision, especially 
regarding the platform owner’s purpose and its fit to the 
platform’s UVP, revealed diverging views, 
interpretations, and prioritizations among the 
participants. These led to interesting discussions which 
would not have been triggered by other platform 
canvases neglecting the ‘why’ level. However, it was 
striking that the application of the PAC established and 
fostered a shared project understanding: It is a 
consortium-driven innovation platform acting as a 
multi-sided repository offering the players of the 
European logistics industry open-source software 
components to establish a de-facto standard by 
simplifying the players’/users’ digital platform 
development. Thus, users benefit from the provided 
resources, efforts, and expertise decreasing their 
workload, expenditures, and costs.  

To conclude, the PAC’s integration of the why 
ensures the platform’s fit to the owner’s overall vision. 
Further, it aligns involved stakeholders (highlighting 
why we named the VIT ‘platform alignment canvas’). 

Figure 2: Demonstration of the Platform Alignment Canvas (PAC) 
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Nevertheless, it became evident that the envisioned PAC 
kit is necessary to ensure that the owner’s vision and 
platform design get further detailed and translated into 
suitable implementation strategies while ensuring 
continuous alignment. Besides, the practitioners 
highlighted that the PAC also acts as a ‘checklist’. 

The application and feedback of the PAC led to the 
following changes: we added the grey header, we 
deleted the initially present guiding questions in light 
grey (one per building block), changed two building 
block names (purpose of the platform to the purpose for 
the owner and producer to provider), added one building 
block (problems to be solved) and split one building 
block in half to increase precision (provider). The 
table’s guiding questions were refined and updated 
according to the changes of the PAC. The PAC’s 
previously integrated guiding questions were deleted as 
it led users to neglect the concept table.  

5.3. The Platform Alignment Canvas’ Role in 
supporting Industry Transformation 

As industry transformation is often driven by digital 
platforms companies need to adapt accordingly to 
survive. However, most platforms fail as normally only 
a few digital platforms dominate the market [12]. The 
average lifetime of a platform is less than five years [4]. 
Yoffie et al. has identified the four most striking 
mistakes, which are mispricing, missing trust, forgetting 
about the competition, and entering too late [4]. Thus, if 
a governmental funded project strives to disrupt and to 
progress a traditional industry, it is not sufficient to 
make a modularized open-source repository available. It 
also needs to support and educate the (incumbent) 
companies in designing a sound digital platform and 
corresponding business models. Here, it is critical that 
companies act and make informed decisions rather than 
focusing on incremental adaptations, which feel less 
risky but will be insufficient to survive the disruption 
[18].  

The PAC serves as a framework to reflect and 
define on all important (strategic) aspects to ensure that 
companies do not rush into the implementation of 
unsophisticated platform designs but reflect on the 
problems the platform shall solve or the opportunities it 
shall generate. This, e.g., includes defining a unique 
value proposition differentiating own offers from 
competitors’. We can only highlight the observed 
benefit of the PACs power to structure and ask for a 
common and shared understanding of the platform’s 
purpose while reducing the risk of forgetting important 
considerations. Once the purpose is understood and 
communicated, we propose to engage in an agile 
implementation strategy to continuously adapt the 
milestones and measures according to the new 

learnings. To support this complete process, we plan to 
design additional VITs that will guide the expert group-
specific strategies allowing for continuous as-is and to-
be tracking and iterations. 

6. Contributions, Limitations, and Outlook 

As platformization hits and disrupts (traditional) 
industries and most platforms fail, we identified the 
need for a new VIT guiding practitioners’ complex 
digital platform design. It helps to prevent mistakes 
already in the platform design phase. We added the 
platform owner’s context - ‘why’ - to design the 
platform’s ‘what’-description. This new perspective 
enables practitioners to design platforms that are in sync 
with their overall vision and respectively to evaluate the 
platform’s success. 

Our work provides several contributions to 
research. First, the PAC is a tool for the systematic 
analysis of design knowledge on digital platforms. It can 
be used to analyze, compare and optimize digital 
platforms. However, the main goal is to support the 
design of platforms. The PAC’s ten building blocks 
guide step by step from vision to a designed digital 
platform description. The PAC is an applied and iterated 
VIT assisting the platform design and stakeholder 
alignment in terms of practical contributions. It 
focuses on questioning and designing the ‘why’ and 
‘what’ of the platform. This understanding of the 
platform and the corresponding requirements will be 
translated into domain-specific implementation design 
canvases in the next hierarchy level of the envisioned 
PAC kit. It advances the systematic extension of design 
knowledge on digital platforms. Platform designers can 
use it to define, establish, and agree on new platform 
visions and promising business models. Additionally, 
the canvas acts as a ‘checklist’, requiring its users to 
consider the most critical platform design elements. 

Our research comes with some limitations. First, 
the designed artifact needs to be further evaluated. 
Although we developed the PAC to represent digital 
platforms generally, we evaluated and designed the 
canvas conjointly with project members and an 
associated industry partner in one dedicated project 
environment. Thus, it allowed for a deep dive analysis 
of one specific project. However, further evaluation 
cycles should analyze and validate the general 
applicability of the PAC. Accordingly, extending the 
study’s frame to additional projects and industries or 
collecting empirical data through desk research are 
potential roads for continuing the development of the 
PAC. Second, avenues for further research include the 
design of a portfolio of VITs tailored both generically to 
digital platforms and specifically to the paper’s use case. 
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Third, we are aware that we probably did not find and 
consider all of the relevant literature. 
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