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Abstract 

The Influence of Market Dynamics on Business-

to-Business Platform Service Pricing 

Andreas Nygren Ålander & Vilhelm Simoni 

Digitization of business has evolved business strategies and models. 

Companies have found new ways of value creation and consequently 

innovated monetization. A prominent area where this can be seen is within 

platform services, which lacks business-to-business research. Knowledge 

contribution in this area is therefore warranted. 

Aim – This study aims to investigate pricing strategies and contextual 

challenges and opportunities regarding platform services in the spirits 

industry. To enable this, the following research questions have been 

formulated: 

1) What are important market dynamics to consider when developing a 

platform service in the spirits industry? 

2) How will these market dynamics affect the pricing strategy of a business-

to-business platform service? 

Method – Considering that theory testing and theory generation are both 

parts of this study, the methodological approach is abductive. Regarding the 

data collection, a literature review was paired with a case study. Semi-

structured interviews with senior executives from the focal industry provides 

the source of primary data for this study. Thereafter, a thematical analysis 

method was applied to help answer the research questions. 

Findings – From the thematical analysis, this study identified five market 

dynamics affecting pricing strategies of business-to-business platform services 

in the spirits industry. Namely, adaptability, legislative barriers, locking effects, 

individualization of business relations, and digitization.  

Implications – This study contributes to the spirits industry and to business-

to-business platform developers through the identification of market 

dynamics. Investigation into how pricing strategies of platform services are 

affected by the industry-specific market dynamics can contribute to strategic 

decision-making. In terms of theoretical significance, the aforementioned 

market dynamics add to the business-to-business discourse. Additionally, this 

study’s explorative nature is expected to pave the way for further research 

into business-to-business platforms, the spirits industry, market dynamics, and 

pricing strategy. 

Limitations – The work context is limited to digital platform services within 

the spirits industry. Moreover, albeit the literature review covers established 

theory regarding both business-to-consumer and business-to-business 

platform services, the empirical focus and consequently the ambition of the 

analysis is to generate new knowledge for the business-to-business 

environment specifically. Lastly, the interview respondents are limited to the 

case company’s network.  

Keywords – platform service, pricing strategy, business strategy, 

two-sided platforms, business-to-business, spirits industry 
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Summary 

This study investigates the phenomena of servitization of digital platforms, specifically in the 

business-to-business segment of the spirits industry. The focal point is how pricing strategies are 

affected by market dynamics. As of writing, research within this area is limited which increased 

the authors' incentive and aspiration to conduct an exploratory study. A delimitation was thus 

made towards the spirits industry to delimit the focus towards a homogeneous group. Through 

semi-structured interviews, empirical data was collected from senior executives in the industry. 

Following the data collection, the data were analyzed through a thematic analysis, which was then 

linked to established theory derived from the literature review. Consequently, this study 

concludes that the market dynamics, which have been named by the authors, adaptability, 

legislative barriers, locking effects, individualization of business relations as well as digitization 

stand out as imperatives to the industry. From this, in conjunction with the established theory of 

pricing strategy, it is concluded that demand-driven pricing strategies best promote a platform in 

the industry. This is because it partly empowers an aggressive growth plan that promotes the 

critical network effects, and partly enables the flexibility that is necessary when reformulating 

pricing. The authors encourage other researchers to investigate, among other things, whether this 

can be generalized to platform services as a phenomenon, or to smaller digitized industries with 

strong differentiation. 
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1 Introduction 

The first chapter covers the background of the study and its correlated problematization. Following, the purpose 

and research questions are motivated within the confined context of the scope and delimitations. Lastly, the 

disposition of the study is illustrated. 

1.1 Background 

One common denominator for strong competitiveness between all of today's successful 

companies is innovation. Innovation is arguably the biggest driving factor for growth and 

increased profits; having companies that do not innovate suffer from losing market shares and 

subsequently dying. As per the development of information technologies (IT) at the end of the 

20th century, the synergy between IT and innovation has become an integral part of a business’ 

competitive advantage (Daxhammer, Luckert, Doerr, & Bauernhansl, 2019). Companies' 

understanding and willingness to integrate IT into their organizations as well as to digitize their 

innovations are thus crucial prerequisites for success in most industries. For example, a transition 

to a digital platform repositions the company in the industry’s ecosystem and provides new 

alternatives of revenue streams but at the same time places high demands in reinventing the 

business model and with that, the pricing strategy (Mancha & Gordon, 2021).  

Following the technological development, the birth of several new business models tailored to fit 

the digital businesses landscape often benefit from novel pricing strategies (Casadesus-Masanell 

& Ricart, 2010). The pricing strategy is one of the most basic cornerstones when developing a 

business model as it is the only part explicitly centered on the profit of an organization (Morris, 

1987). The business model in this case is the framework a company uses to limit (or specialize) its 

operations to gain revenue (Huotari & Ritala, 2021; Allweins, Proesch & Ladd, 2021). Examples 

of companies employing innovative pricing strategies are the music services Soundcloud and 

Spotify, which partly offer a free service with advertising features, but also a premium 

subscription that comes without advertising for a fee. In this example, both companies have 

implemented a mixed pricing strategy that is in part ad-sponsored and part subscription-based. 

These are two commonly used pricing strategies today (Huotari & Ritala, 2021). 

Both Spotify and Soundcloud (in this example) fall under the organizational form of 'platform 

organizations', which will be of focus in this study. Platform services are relatively new 

phenomena that have had a groundbreaking impact on global business (Loux, Aubry, Tran, & 

Baudoin, 2020). Building on IT, these services offer a multi-sided (at least two sides) platform for 

stakeholders to exchange goods or services similar to the function of a traditional (physical) 

marketplace (Parker et al., 2016; Loux et al., 2020). These organizations seldom produce their 

value like a traditional manufacturing company but instead leverage their ability to connect 

producers with buyers (Van Alstyne et al., 2016; Parker et al., 2016). Consumers' (users) 

willingness to pay is thereby strongly tied to the quality of the service and the affiliation base of 

the service (Salazar, 2015; Loux et al., 2020). The perceived quality of platform services is 

naturally contextually driven and depending on key factors such as simplicity to use - driven by the 

total adaptation of the internet (Parker et al., 2016) - as well as total users of the system (Eisenmann 

et al., 2006; Shapiro & Varian, 1999). The number of users can have both direct and indirect 

network effects on the platform (Katz & Shapiro, 1985), meaning that the addition of more users 
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within the opposing segment benefits the user value (direct) as well as that users within the same 

segment can benefit the growth of other segments (indirect). Of course, there is a good chance 

that the producer group grows as the customer group grows, and vice versa, for example. 

One vital aspect for organizations that are in the process of moving to or expanding their offer 

with the use of platform IT services is how to monetize it. If successful in the launch and growth 

of a platform service, the result generally is monopolistic (Evans & Schmalensee, 2013; Mancha 

& Gordon, 2021). In addition to this, as both providers and customers generally seek to reach 

out on the largest marketplace available, this creates a considerable first-mover advantage of 

platform innovators within each industry or market (Mancha & Gordon, 2021). Historically, in 

industries where platform service giants have emerged, it is a result of the large majority’s failure 

to meet the critical mass constraint (Evans & Schmalensee, 2010) and crumbling to competition 

(Hagiu, 2014). 

1.2 Problem statement 

As forementioned in the Background the pricing strategy is critical to consider when developing a 

business model through resolving questions such as ‘how much to charge?’, ‘in what way?’ and 

‘from whom’ (Morris, 1987). However, the research within the field of platform services is greatly 

limited to business-to-consumer (B2C) markets. In Kienzlera & Kowalkowskia’s (2017) review of 

pricing strategy research (covering 515 articles) it can be seen that there are gaps in the research 

field connected to service pricing in business-to-business (B2B) markets (less than a fifth of the 

research has been conducted within this area, compared to B2C). A contributing factor to this is 

that research has had limited access to primary data sources regarding how pricing strategies are 

developed and managed within organizations. Moreover, the understanding of the drivers behind 

the pricing decision-making is also due to a lacking amount of qualitative research (Kienzlera & 

Kowalkowskia, 2017). 

Furthermore, previous research within the field of platform services is highly limited to success 

stories and not circumstances of failure (de Reuver, Sørensen, & Basole, 2018), which implies 

knowledge gaps within the subject. Also, successful organizations have been studied in ex-post 

states which has resulted in a lack of data in connection to the launch of platform services (de 

Reuver, Sørensen, & Basole, 2018).  

Clearly, the previous research bias against pricing strategies of B2C services needs to be 

compensated with research aimed at B2B platforms. More precisely, more knowledge is needed 

to identify variety, differences, similarities etc. between B2B and the B2C context and its success 

factors. The authors of this study find success factors particularly interesting because of B2B 

organizations increased customer-centric focus (Kindström, Kowalkowski, & Sandberg, 2013) 

which implies that platform services depend greatly on the value proposition, and more 

importantly how they can be tailored to the specific settings of each segment. 

Moreover, Su & Yang (2017) expressed the lack of research in the supplier-buyer relationship 

from a market dynamics perspective. The understanding of the different segment groups 

connected to a multi-sided platform, and how they interplay, are key to be able to take advantage 

of network effects and thus avoid falling below the critical mass constraint. However, research 

has yet to keep up with the pace of digital transformation. The lacking research from within the 

contexts of specific organizations inhibits the insight within the field of study. The use of sources 
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and data from an external point of view could generate a certain knowledge but enabling data 

collection from within should enlarge the insights of the field. Therefore, one obstacle when 

researching digital platforms is the ability to gain access to feasible data of organizations (de 

Reuver, Sørensen, & Basole, 2018). Based on this, the study will seek to investigate how market 

dynamics will affect the pricing strategy of a B2B platform service.  

1.3 Purpose and research questions 

As the problematization is concerned with the lack of research on platform services in the B2B 

segment, this study will seek to provide insights to this discourse. More precisely, identification of 

success factors in connection to a platform organization’s pricing strategy in the B2B segment. 

Therefore, this study seeks to contribute to these aforementioned areas through investigation of a 

case industry, namely the spirits industry. A case company partner in this industry will function as 

the key to access contributing stakeholders. To add another layer to this, the market dynamics in 

the targeted industry will be focal, and in particular the buyer-supplier relationship, as this will 

create the base for the platform purpose. Understanding the industry setting is one key aspect to 

apply a suitable pricing strategy. 

Hence, the purpose of this study is: 

“To contribute to the academic business-to-business platform discourse through investigation of market 

dynamics and their extension to pricing strategy of spirit industry platform services.” 

To help facilitate our work and the fulfillment of our purpose, the following research questions 

are formulated: 

1) What are important market dynamics to consider when developing a platform service in 

the spirits industry? 

2) How will these market dynamics affect the pricing strategy of a business-to-business 

platform service? 

1.4 Scope and delimitations 

The basis for this study is academic literature within the field of business strategy, business 

methodology, ethics, pricing, digitization, and information technology. As part of the literature 

review, the journal article search conducted is limited to the field of digital services, pricing 

strategy, and with further focus on two-sided platform services. Furthermore, as previous 

research has been mainly carried out on successful cases (de Reuver, Sørensen, & Basole, 2018) 

the authors acknowledge the possible limitation that established findings and theory could be 

biased. Additionally, as the established theory regarding B2B is lacking, both B2C and B2B will 

be explored to ensure enough theoretical basis for the study. 

The study will delimit itself to the spirits industry and the connected stakeholders within it, as this 

is the network boundaries of the used case company. Further, limitations of market dynamics will 

be tied to the two focal user segments in the industry and of the platform service, namely 

distributors and producers. The scope will thereby from a contextual aspect be focusing on the 

producer-distributors relation in the spirits industry. 

For the empirical data, the study scope is limited to the case company AlcoHola, which is based 

in Sweden but operates globally in the spirits industry. Further, the empirical primary data 
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collection of the study is strictly extracted from AlcoHola business documents and contacts from 

their business network. 

1.5 Disposition 

Illustrated below in Figure 1 is the disposition of the study going forward. The sequence of the 

disposition follows the chronological order of the study. More precisely, from left-to-right, the 

methodology is followed by the theoretical framework, then the findings are presented, followed 

by the analysis and discussion, and finally the conclusion. 

 

 
Figure 1. Visual illustration of the disposition of the study. 
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2 Methodology 

The second chapter covers the methodological approach of the study. After presenting the connection between a 

selection of methods and research questions, the authors later motivate their research design and process by guiding 

the reader through these topics and the individual methods in-depth. Lastly, the data analysis approach is 

explained, together with reflections regarding qualitative aspects of the study such as trustworthiness and ethical 

implications.  

2.1 Connection between research questions and methodology 

Considering the order of the research questions, the ordering aims to create a decreasing 

demarcation to support the focus of the study. Consequently, the first research question, “What 

are important market dynamics to consider when developing a platform service in the spirits industry?” is specific. 

The necessary primary data to answer this question is collected through interviews with 

stakeholders within the industry that hold a lot of experience and expertise. Hence, the aim of the 

first research question is to create the backbone of the study given that the contextual industry 

basis is vital to enable a deeper delve into the following research question. 

The second research question, “How will these market dynamics affect the pricing strategy of a business-to-

business platform service?”, intends to be explored through the means of the literature review, 

interviews as well as a case study. The support of a focal organization from within the industry, 

and who more importantly work with platform service technology, is invaluable to resolve 

knowledge gaps. The connection between the research questions and data collection 

methodologies is visualized in Figure 2. 

 

Figure 2. Research questions and their relation to methodology. 

2.2 Research process and approach  

As the purpose of the study is “To contribute to the academic business-to-business platform discourse through 

investigation of market dynamics and their extension to pricing strategy of spirit industry platform services.”, the 

study is logically contextualized to suit a qualitative course of action as market dynamics are not 

constant. This is not in line with quantitative work, as this mainly focuses on numerical forms of 

data (Walliman, 2011). Moreover, a qualitative approach is logical to assume because of the 

study’s interpretive position (Bryman, Bell, & Harley, 2019) focusing on the understanding of, in 

this case, platform services within the spirits industry. Furthermore, as services require social 

exchange, this further supports that a qualitative approach is applicable. To further capture 

qualitative aspects, the problematization together with the research questions have qualitative 

characteristics to naturally fit with the study’s purpose. 
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The start of the study began with a literature study where continuous review of established theory 

contributed to the authors' understanding of platform services as phenomena and technology, 

pricing strategy and its development, and business strategy. In parallel with the literature study, 

the authors conversated with the case company as well as our subject reader to ensure that our 

theoretical purpose of the study is appropriate, possible, and reasonable. This is useful when 

conducting any research (Bryman, Bell, & Harley, 2019). This phase of the study classifies as the 

pre-study as key parts of our work, such as the problematization, purpose, and research 

questions, were formulated in this period. Thereafter, as the authors’ proposed problem area and 

research questions were accepted by our subject reader to contribute to new theoretical 

knowledge, the groundwork of the study was rooted, and the direction of interest was set. 

In the coming phase of the study, the literature review continued from the pre-study. The 

literature review was planned to provide two types of value to the study. First, any scientific work 

requires an extensive and active literature review to help build the knowledge base needed to 

conduct a study. The second ambition of the literature review would be to act as an iterative 

function to support the work as needed. As a result of this, the literature review could grow over 

an extended period instead of being rushed. 

After the conclusion of the active pre-study phase of the literature review, interviews were 

conducted with different stakeholders of relevance to the research questions. All of the interview 

subjects were provided by the case company and were split between the two major B2B user 

segments of the industry.  

Following the end of the empirical data collection and transcription, the analysis phase of the 

study consisted of a thematical analysis of the conducted interviews. Reoccurring themes such as 

repetitions, transitions, and analogies (Ryan & Bernard, 2003), among others, are emphasized 

when applying this analysis method to establish a basis and enable interpretive conclusions to be 

drawn (Bryman, Bell, & Harley, 2019). The process of the study can be viewed in Figure 3. 

 

Figure 3. Study process 

The research approach of the study fits an abductive approach as the work was performed 

exploratory and interpretively (Bryman, Bell, & Harley, 2019; Patel & Davidson, 2011). 

Moreover, the ontological position is constructionistic and predominated by interpretivism 

(Bryman, Bell, & Harley, 2019). In this study’s case, the starting point of the research is pricing 
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strategy and platform services, with pricing strategy being heavily covered theoretically, and 

platform services lacking in B2B aspects. Therefore, the consolidation of knowledge based on 

data outside established theory (Lonsdale, Hoque, Kirkpatrick, & Sanderson, 2017) could prove 

to be integral to the value contribution of the study. Furthermore, when answering the second 

research question, the study seeks the “‘best’ explanation from competing explanations or interpretations of 

the data”, which also adheres to an abductive approach (Mantere & Ketokivi, 2013). 

2.3 Research design  

Using Bryman, Bell, & Harley’s (2019) terminology, the research design of this study is based on 

a case study design, using one single organization and more specifically the launch of their new 

IT-based platform service. This focal organization has provided insight into their specific 

industry settings and further supplied the researchers with access to their business network. In 

other words, interviews were provided through the case company network. As a platform service 

normally targets two user groups (Daxhammer, Luckert, Doerr, & Bauernhansl, 2019), the study 

focuses on the two main segments of the industry. In this focal industry the two segments are 

producers and distributors. With this in mind, the level of analysis conducted could be seen as 

group-based (Bryman, Bell, & Harley, 2019) as the empirical data has been extracted from these 

two segments and will be the primary units of measurement and analysis.  

As the case company provides the main basis for the qualitative data collection, this will enable 

an in-depth understanding of the specific business climate, its boundaries, and how it influences 

the pricing strategy development for platforms within the industry. However, to gain knowledge 

and account for a more theoretical knowledge regarding the main areas of the study, a 

comprehensive literature review has been conducted and will be described more in detail under 

‘Literature review’. 

According to Stake (1995), there are 3 types of case studies, corresponding to what learning 

outcomes a case study can generate. The first is labeled as intrinsic, where the focus lies on a 

particular situation, and understanding of the setting is central. Second, an instrumental case study 

refers to when a case is used to understand a broader issue and allow generalization of the finding 

to a greater extent. Lastly, a multiple or collective case study uses more than one case to enable 

research of a general phenomenon. These labels are often not exclusive of each other, which is 

seen in this study as it is first and foremost intrinsic but have some characteristics of an 

instrumental case study. The case organization operates in a very niche market, but the fact that 

they have developed a platform service could help generate findings regarding business strategy 

and pricing strategy in a more general sense. These areas are broad and thereby aspects that are 

found and analyzed in the case study may not be limited to this specific context only. For 

example, the overarching factors affecting pricing decisions of platform services could be 

valuable to the field of study, rather than only the case context. 

However, as the investigated areas are very limited in previous research, and the combination of 

connecting platform services and the spirits industry has no found former precedence, the study 

has had an exploratory research approach (Bryman, Bell, & Harley, 2019). The lack of earlier 

research result in that the study will investigate a partly unknow problem area, and one aim with 

the study is to find indications that could be further analyzed in the future. Therefore, the study 
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alone will not seek to generate general conclusions, but rather to work as a base for further, 

future, studies.  

Furthermore, the case study can be classified as a revelatory case study (Yin, 2009) as it allows the 

researcher to investigate a limited area of research (as consequence from being an intrinsic case 

study). Considering the case company is active in an industry where B2B platform services are 

rare, this is a prime opportunity to investigate and extract knowledge of market dynamics.  

2.4 Background to the case company 

The chosen subject for this case study is a Swedish company called AlcoHola. AlcoHola is a 

company operating as an intermediate in the spirits industry focusing on helping producers grow 

their brands, through their distribution network, as well as providing logistics solutions. The 

following section will introduce the case company to inform the reader of its background, 

position in the industry, as well as relation to digital platform services. 

AlcoHola is based in Stockholm and have partners and clients predominantly split between 

North America and Europe. AlcoHola is a distributing and importing company, working with 

top North American spirits brands, helping them enter the European markets (currently 

including 22 countries). AlcoHola operates primarily as an intermediary for spirits producers in a 

brand development/growth capacity. The service offering solves logistics, coordination, and 

growth challenges that producers face when wanting to export their products to markets of 

AlcoHola’s expertise. Recently, they have started to expand their capacity to help clients outside 

their focal markets. 

With the powerful digitization in society, AlcoHola is expanding and transforming their business 

through a new platform IT-solution. This creates a dynamic where both industry and science 

demand research in this area. The ambition of the platform is to go from being a middle-hand 

seller and logistics provider to a platform provider. Their new aim is to provide a service for 

producers and distributors which enables a global brand exchange. The platform’s purpose is to 

cut coordination efforts and help find and establish long-term and trustful partnerships between 

producers and distributors. As both targeted sides are businesses, the platform is planned to be a 

strict B2B service. To not disrupt the daily operations of AlcoHola current business, the service 

will launch through a subsidiary focusing specifically on the platform service. This comes with 

the advantage of being able to keep the subsidiary operating through the funnel of capital from 

the mother company. In other words, the ambition is to expand the business scope and capture a 

wider market, larger market shares, and higher profits. At launch, the platform service targets the 

current, known, market but aims to scale and consequently penetrate new markets in the future. 

This study will use AlcoHola launch of its new platform service as a point of departure to 

investigate the industry background and platform properties. Then, to answer the research 

questions, empirical data will be collected to complement the study’s theoretical foundation, as 

well as found industry knowledge. 

2.5 Data collection 

Multiple methods have contributed to the study through the collection of both primary and 

secondary data. Primary data have mainly come from semi-structured interviews as well as 
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business information gathered at the case company. The secondary data is derived from the 

literature review conducted within the main areas of pricing strategy and digital platforms.  

2.5.1 Literature review 

An extensive literature review has created the base of the study, having critical topics being 

presented to the reader in the ‘Literature review and theoretical framework’ chapter. This data 

collection method was initiated at the beginning of the pre-study and continued iteratively as a 

support function throughout the study. This way secondary data could continuously fill 

knowledge gaps of the researchers as they emerged. More than 200 academic journals, business 

articles and books have been screened through the means of title filtering and review of abstracts. 

Of these articles, approximately 70 were chosen for in-depth review based on their relevance to 

the study. Different academic search engines have been used to find and filter the literature, 

including Google Scholar, Uppsala University Library, Science Direct, and ResearchGate. The 

search process included several keywords to frame the areas of interest. The keywords used are 

the following: business model, digital service, platform service, two-sided platform, multi-sided platform, pricing 

strategy, B2B, platform strategy, network effect, market dynamics. 

These keywords have been used in different combinations to diversify the searches and the list 

has developed over time as the authors gained more knowledge about different streams of 

literature. Besides this screening approach, referenced work found in articles of interest has also 

successfully been screened, with some being included in the review. 

In terms of the process of applying the keywords, the literature review followed a funnel 

methodology starting from the broader keywords (such as pricing strategy, platform services, and 

business models) to then narrow down and focus on more specific combinations. This is 

reflected in the content of chapter 3.  

2.5.2 Semi-structured interviews and sampling 

The second major type of data collection method, and the main source of primary data, is tied to 

semi-structured qualitative interviews. The targets of interest are particularly the two user 

segments that AlcoHola’s platform service is targeting (i.e., producers and distributors). For this 

part, a purposive sampling approach has been used, to enable a sampling population with the 

right knowledge and from the right context to help the researchers obtain relevant information 

(Bryman, Bell, & Harley, 2019). Furthermore, with the sampling being confined to the case 

company network, opportunism characterizes the sampling method. 

The interviews with the different segments have been conducted at one single point of time while 

information extracted from the case organization has been progressing over time with meetings 

being held on multiple occasions during the period. 

The interviews are based on two sets of interview guides as the two user-segment differs from 

each other which needs to be considered, however, these two guides target the same issues. 

Appendix A contains the producer and distributor interview guides that were used in the semi-

structured interviews. The interview guides were developed by the authors over a two-week 

period and then reviewed by the case company to ensure that the right aim and approach were 

set. The case company review of the interview guide served two functions as they, first of all, 
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have more knowledge of the spirits industry than the authors and therefore could comment on 

the relevance of questions. Also, the review was necessary to ensure protection of sensitive 

information and confidentiality. The interview guide has also developed through time. As the 

authors conducted the interviews, flaws and needed complements were discovered and due to 

this revision of the guides was continuous during the data collection.  

The interviews were held remotely using the conference call software ‘Zoom’ and were 

approximately 43 minutes long on average. As the interviews were semi-structured, a set of main 

topics were dealt with in each interview, however, follow-up questions differed between them. 

The interviews were recorded and later transcribed to ensure accurate interpretations (see Data 

analysis). The numbers of interviews conducted (nine in total) have been consolidated based on 

the conclusion made by Hennink & Kaiser (2022) that “saturation can be achieved in a narrow range of 

interviews (9–17)”. This, of course, is based on the homogeneity of the sample and reaching 

saturation in the answers generated. In this study, this occurred after conducting four interviews 

with each segment. Further, as the scope of the qualitative study as well as the levels of 

comparison increases, a higher number of interviews is needed (Bryman, Bell, & Harley, 2019). In 

this study, the focus is mainly on the two user segments (producers and distributors) and the 

comparison will only be of a group level, making the needed number of interviews lower. As the 

study is carried out under a shorter period of time, the time constraint is obviously another factor 

affecting the possible number of interviews conducted. 

Below, Table 1, summarizes all conducted interview in terms of interview duration and 

respondent title and its organizations location as well as the date and to which user segment the 

subject belongs. 

Table 1: Overview of the performed interviews. 

Interview  Date Duration 
(min) 

User segment Title of interviewee Country 

1 1/3 46 Distributor Client Development 
Associate 

US 

2 10/3 29 Distributor CEO Austria 

3 11/3 39 Distributor Marketing/Product 
Manager 

Sweden 

4 18/3 39 Distributor Head of Marketing UK 

5 21/3 42 Producer Managing director Mexico 

6 22/3 51 Producer Managing director Sweden 

7 5/4 43 Producer CEO Sweden 

8 5/4 57 Producer Global Export Sales 
Manager 

Russia 

9 11/4 37 Distributor Sales Manager Spain 

2.5.3 Overt observations 

Considering that this study is a case study, continuous meetings with employees of AlcoHola has 

played an important role in the author’s understanding of the industry. For instance, the 

availability of AlcoHola expert knowledge facilitates direct access to the rationale behind 

ambitions, goals, approaches, market contexts, etc., concerning industry dynamics and platform 

service constraints. Considering the authors position as students from Uppsala University, the 
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role of the authors as researches was known before the project started, making the observations 

overt (Bryman, Bell, & Harley, 2019). The overt observations have been more unstructured than 

the previous (two) sections, as day-to-day conversations and spontaneous meetings commonly 

occurred throughout the period. Conclusively, the information gathered through data from the 

case company has mainly focused on the insight of the specific business climate and context to 

provide a better understanding of the industry. 

Furthermore, interviews and meetings with members of the case study generate more targeted 

and insightful knowledge that contributes to a deeper understanding of why and how they 

operate as they do. An important note to remember with both these data collection methods are 

that as the case company is providing the information, a bias of the case company represents 

limitations in what the researcher will access can occur (Yin, 2009). 

2.6 Data analysis 

To manage the empirical primary data and facilitate the analysis, the analysis phase of the study 

will begin with an investigative, reduction phase, with the primary objective of identifying flaws in 

the work (Bryman, Bell & Harley, 2019). Considering the main data collection method is semi-

structured interviews, transcription of each interview and coding will simplify the management of 

substantial amounts of data. The data management process has been helped by several different 

software. First of all, as most of the meetings could not be held in person due to geographical 

constraints, the online meeting software Zoom have been used to host and record the meetings. 

Thereafter, Otter.ai was used to transcribe the meeting automatically, followed by the authors 

reviewing of the transcripts manually. Throughout the data analysis process, the research 

questions will be key to steer the direction of the analysis (Bryman, Bell & Harley, 2019) as they 

contextualize the interpretation. 

Following the first phase, the analysis method is conducted through a thematical analysis, which 

includes a review of repetitions, transitions, metaphors and analogies, similarities and differences, 

theory-linked material, and missing data (Ryan & Bernard, 2003). According to Bryman, Bell, and 

Harley (2019) repetition is of priority to classify themes as it strengthens patterns within the data. 

As this study is of an abductive approach, the repetition aspect does not exclusively apply to 

recurrence between the interviews. Rather, repetitions from the interviews that correspond to 

established theory are equally important as theory testing (for example of pricing strategy leverage 

points) will be done as part of the interviews. 

The finalized themes will ultimately be the result of a multi-step coding process that follows the 

coding structure in Figure 4. Multiple coding steps enable the necessary depth and precision of 

the themes to take form (Braun & Clarke, 2006), meaning that identified repetitions only are 

included if validated to be of relevance to the research questions. 
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Figure 4. The process of coding and generation of themes 

2.7 Research quality 

The qualitative academic research discourse has long been debating the relevance of validity and 

reliability, two key criteria of quantitative research (Patton, 1990; Stenbacka, 2001; Bryman, Bell 

& Harley, 2019; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Creswell and Miller (2000) reason that the general 

consensus within the research community agrees that qualitative studies need to prove their 

credibility. Therefore, the applied quality criteria of this study will be through the application of 

the concept of trustworthiness suggested by Lincoln & Guba in their research from 1985 and 1994. 

More specifically, trustworthiness consists of four sub-criterions, namely credibility, 

transferability, dependability, and confirmability. 

Furthermore, as this study is based on a case study, the generalizability of the findings can (and 

should) naturally be questioned and criticized. Most studies only generate empirical 

generalizations (Bryman, Bell & Harley, 2019). The authors hope that the time invested in 

planning and performance of the methodological approach facilitates precision. If so, it would be 

in line with Flyvbjerg (2006) who advocates that the generalizability of case study findings should 

not be underestimated as “[…] concrete, context-dependent knowledge […] is the only thing that social 

science can reliably produce”. 

2.7.1 Trustworthiness 

Lincoln & Guba’s (1985) notion of trustworthiness builds on analogies to established research 

methodological terminologies such as internal validity (credibility), external validity 

(transferability), reliability (dependability), and objectivity (confirmability). The authors' actions to 

ensure the high quality of these criteria are presented in the following subheadings. 

Credibility 

To facilitate the credibility of this study, prolonged engagement, and peer debriefing (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985) are particularly essential aspects. First, prolonged engagement is made possible as 

the research design is that of a case study, ensuring access to information and stakeholders over a 

longer period of time. Second, peer debriefing is mainly through our subject reader, which has 

been assigned by the study examinator from Uppsala University. 

Transferability 

To combat the empirical problem of whether data generation can be replicated (Bryman, Bell & 

Harley, 2019) in the same (or a similar) context, the authors emphasize describing the contextual 

boundaries of the study, which can be found under topics such as scope and delimitations, 

Background to the case company, and the Data analysis. These topics aim to provide readers with 

the necessary information to judge the fit of this study’s findings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 
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Dependability and Confirmability 

Both dependability and confirmability standards of the study are believed to meet decent levels as 

external audits will be performed by three different parties (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). First, the 

previously mentioned subject reader that was assigned to this work by the authors’ university 

iteratively reviews the work progress and provides feedback based on their expertise. Second, the 

authors have agreed to exchange feedback with two other authors that are working on a project 

of the same magnitude and related to platform economies (organizations). Finally, when the 

study work is completed (i.e., has achieved the desired substance and has undergone several 

revisions from the forementioned parties), the work is assessed in its entirety by an appointed 

examiner. 

To ensure external access and scrutiny of the study, it is published on the diva-portal's website, a 

database consisting of research publications and student essays. Consequently, the point of 

providing free access to the study serves to function partly to spread the findings and results of 

the study, while also facilitating the external investigation and critique to further the theory within 

the field. 

2.8 Ethical and societal implications 

The concept of ethics is targeting issues such as what is good, how should we act, and what it is 

that we should do (Lennerfors, 2019). Ethics is not static but needs constant revision and 

updating as society evolves. Moral and ethics are closely connected but should not be considered 

the same. Moral is what people believe is being and doing good, while ethics is how to, in a 

systematic manner, reflect upon these beliefs. When conducting research, it is important to reflect 

and critically navigate how the research is designed, to who is it beneficial, and what ethical risks 

could arise (Bryman, Bell, & Harley, 2019). To facilitate this, Diener & Crandall (1978) stated 

four ethical principles that should be taken into consideration when doing business research, 

especially when including outside participants. These principles are the following: harm to 

participants, lack of informed consent, invasion of privacy, and deception. In the following section, these 

four elements will be explored. 

Staring with ‘harm to participants’, this could refer to multiple different types of harm and needs 

and be viewed from several different perspectives (Bryman, Bell, & Harley, 2019). One evident 

factor is physical harm, whether the participants of the study are at risk of getting physically hurt, 

this has not been of concern in this study as it is only based on interviews. When conducting the 

interviews other types of harm could occur such as stress and psychological discomfort. It has 

been important for the researcher to make sure that the interviewees feel comfortable in the 

setting and not in any way cause stress or pressure. However, with the platform aim of reducing 

coordination cost, this could, if successful, indirectly affect employees working within sales and 

marketing of the targeted companies. As the study does not drive the development of the 

platform but merely investigates the industry setting to understand what factors would affect the 

pricing of a platform service, the authors argue that the study itself is not causing any harm to the 

participants. The launch of the platform disregards the existence of this study so any insinuated 

negative impact of the study should be dismissed. Furthermore, to protect the respondents, the 

option of being anonymous has been offered to all involved parties, including the case company. 
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Moving on to the criteria of informed consent, based on the ESRCs’ Framework for Research Ethics 

(2010), this refers to the provided information about the study and giving the respondent the 

needed basis to be able to make an informed decision on involvement. When reaching out to the 

targeted respondents, a detailed e-mail was sent containing the background of the study as well as 

information about the interviews (such as topics, interviews settings, and storage of extracted 

information). As this was provided beforehand it allowed participants to understand the purposes 

and expectations before giving consent to participate. 

Invasion of privacy is the third principle that Diener & Crandall (1978) presents, focusing on the 

protection of involved parties’ right to privacy. As the study and interview guide strictly targets 

business issues and the scope naturally delimits from any personal or private concerns, this is 

avoided. Confidentiality and anonymity are two concerns tied to the privacy aspect, while the 

latter has already been covered, the former is handled by informing the participant what their 

provided information will be used for and leaving room for them to delimit potential confidential 

information. The intrusion of privacy is closely connected to the former mentioned informed 

consent (Bryman, Bell, & Harley, 2019), and thereby as the respondents from start know what is 

expected and what areas will be covered the risk of crossing any privacy issues are limited. 

Lastly, whether deception is involved in the last major ethical issue in need of reflection and 

counteraction. Deception occurs when the researchers present the research as different than it is 

intended to be (Bryman, Bell, & Harley, 2019). To counteract deception, it is important that the 

work has a high degree of transparency, and that the parties involved are kept properly informed. 

In this way, the hiding of hidden agendas, as well as intentional/unintentional deception, is 

avoided.  
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3 Literature review and theoretical framework 

In this chapter, the reader is introduced to the theoretical backbone of the study. To facilitate understanding of the 

study, potentially unfamiliar and/or complex topics are covered in more detail. Like the design of the research 

questions, the content of this chapter replicates a funnel flow where the covered topics become chronologically more 

specific to the study. Moreover, the theoretical framework used in the analysis of the study is included in this section. 

First, the reader is introduced to business models, which is an important concept to understand 

to facilitate strategic decision making, such as pricing strategy. After this, the business model of 

platform services, the focal point of this study, is emphasized through established literature on 

the topic, as well as real world examples of successful platforms. As part of platform services, 

terms such as network effects, critical mass constraint and network structure are recurring 

terminologies in the literature. We therefore cover these in more detail under the subheadings to 

‘Platform services’ as they are important for the analysis.  

Then, ‘The Platform Canvas’ is presented which is the main theoretical conceptual framework for 

this study, meaning that the analysis builds on this model. The authors were introduced to this 

framework early in the study process, which means that it shaped the authors' image of how 

platforms work. 

Following, a literature overview on pricing strategy is elucidated, covering aspects such as general 

pricing categories, established pricing strategies for platform service business models and pricing 

differences between B2B and B2C segments. 

Lastly, strategic management theory on competitive advantages is illuminated to inform the 

reader on both traditional and platform specific competitive advantages. This is followed by S-

curve theory which relates to adoption rate, an important aspect concerning network growth. 

Consequently, this chapter covers both literature review results and the theoretical framework of 

the study. All of the topics covered below will be used in the analysis and have impact on the 

results of this study. 

3.1 Introduction to business models 

On a strategic level of any company, the business model formulates logic and guidance to how a 

business operates and creates value for its customers (Casadesus-Masanell & Ricart, 2010). In the 

words of Mintzberg and Lampel (1999), strategy hence is “what an organization does”. Using this 

underlying logic (and complementing the fact that competition become increasingly fiercer) the 

demand for adaptable business models, or strategic agility, is unprecedented (Kohtamäki, 2017). 

Logically, strategic agility ties to the paradigm of learning, which has meant a dependence on 

digitizing business operations to enable both the collection, analysis, and implementation of 

amounts of data that would have been impossible analogously (Kohtamäki, 2017). The 

remarkable increase in efficiency made possible by the progress and development of information 

technologies has not only changed the business landscape but has become the main driving force 

for progress in today’s time. 

Following the increased complexity of business operations (and consequently business models), 

the expansion of outcome-based services has been a contributing factor to rising complexity 

(Sjödin, Parida, Jovanovic & Visnjic, 2020). Not only does the provision of a service (instead of a 
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product) change internal value creation components, but also value proposition elements such as 

perceived quality of differentiation. This is logical to derive from, for instance, the critical 

importance (value) of data in business today or the dependence constraint that comes with a 

service. 

3.2 Platform services 

The base for a platform service is that it mediates or connect two or more segments of users to 

create a value proposition for all parties. The purpose of the platform can be widely different, but 

the aim is, in one way or another, to match two or more sides of a market (Boudreau & Hagiu, 

2009). Although the non-digital platform has been around for a long time, the increased 

digitization over the last decades has spurred a surge of development in IT and consequently led 

to the inevitable success of digital platforms in the, now, global economy. The value created on 

these platforms comes from a direct exchange between the different user segments (Hagiu & 

Wright, 2015). A digital platform connecting buyers and sellers, or producers, serves as an online 

marketplace, reducing coordination cost and increasing both availability and transparency in the 

processes as well as possible transaction cost (Hagiu, 2009). Parker et al. (2016) suggests that 

most industries will need to transform to a more platform-based business to keep a relevant 

position in their focal market. Creating a business model surrounding a digital platform has 

shown the capability of being highly successful, 70% of the most valuable unicorn startups are 

based on a digital platform service, however, less than 2% of traditional organization have 

implemented a platform strategy in their businesses (Mancha & Gordon, 2021).  

Digital platforms can be divided into three distinct categories depending on the number of 

involved segments: one-sided platform, two-sided platform, and multi-sided platforms 

(Daxhammer, Luckert, Doerr, & Bauernhansl, 2019). A one-sided platform has included one 

distinct customer segment, looking primarily to satisfies this group’s needs by a linear business 

model approach. Even though the platform’s purpose is to connect two sides of a market, if 

there is only one actor included on one of the sides, it is seen as a one-sided platform. Examples 

of this are companies that produce their own products or offer services and implement a digital 

platform functioning as a reseller. The second category consists of a two-sided platform and 

develops when the platform has more than one actor connected to each side, for example, 

multiple suppliers on one side and multiple customers on the other. In these cases, there is often 

a third party that provides the platform, monetizing the use of it. Lastly, the multi-sided 

platforms are defined by having multiple providers to the service, adding more value for the user 

segments. This could be by including a third user segment, or by incorporating services that 

expand the offering of the digital platform such as payment providers, or external advertisers. 

LinkedIn is a good example of a multi-sided platform, as they have a three-sided platform 

including individual users, recruiters, and advertisers, making revenue from all three segments 

(Hagiu, 2014). 

Looking at other examples of platform-based IT services, Uber and Airbnb are two successful 

cases. Similar to Spotify and Soundcloud, mentioned above, neither Uber nor Airbnb generate 

any own value but connect two customer segments in need of each other, in these cases renters 

and drivers to customers in search of a room or a lift. The providers of the service only enable 

the access and matchmaking process through their platform (Whittington, Regner, Angwin, 

Johnson, & Scholes, 2021). A difference from the previously mentioned cases, Uber, and Airbnb 
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supplies a transaction, with a so-called peer-to-peer model, between the two segments which they 

monetize by taking a percentage of each transaction made.  

3.2.1 Network effects  

As one-, two- and multi-sided platforms are digital, this enables fast and cheap growth of users 

(Evans & Gawer, 2016) through one fundamental aspect of digital platforms, the so-called 

network effects, also referred to as the cross-side network effect (Hagiu, 2014) or the network 

externalities (de Reuver, Sørensen, & Basole, 2018). Network effects have both a direct and 

indirect level, where the former depends on the users of the same user segment and the latter of 

the opposite user segment (Katz & Shapiro, 1986). The indirect network effect states that if the 

users of one user segment of the platform increase, the technological usefulness for the other 

user segment will rise and by extension boost the number of consumers in the other segment 

(Hagiu, 2014). Further, when the second user segment grows, the value for the first improves and 

attracts new users, and then this continues, creating an ever-more attractable platform for both 

sides. For example, more sellers (i.e., higher product/service diversity) attract more buyers and 

vice versa. Looking at the direct network effect instead, this is applicable if the value depends on 

the number of users within the same segment (de Reuver, Sørensen, & Basole, 2018), taking the 

examples of WhatsApp and Snapchat, or similar communication/social media platforms where 

more users attain more value. The same principle is applicable for both these network effects; the 

more participants, the more valuable the platform becomes (Evans & Gawer, 2016); Katz and 

Shapiro, 1986). Even if a high number of users is vital for platform services, Hagiu (2014) argues 

that a choice in the trade-off between quantity and quality must be made, meaning that the 

advantages of a high number of users are not the only factor affecting the services but indeed the 

quality of the users has a part to play as well. Ensuring a higher quality of the users calls for 

tighter governance of the service and its user causing additional cost. Further critique to the 

neoclassical advocates of size influence on success is presented by Afuah (2013) who argues that 

size only is a sub-part of a larger category of ’structure’ which stands in correlation with ’conduct’. 

He continues his argument stating that “treating network size as the sole determinant of a network’s value 

to users is tantamount to omitting variables, which biases estimates and makes research results difficult to 

interpret”. 

The network effects allow successful platform services to gain ground and quickly build up a 

large customer base, however, at the same time, this causes a high barrier for new entry making it 

difficult to compete with already existing platforms (Hagiu, 2014). On the other hand, the 

network effects also create an initial obstacle as no user segment of the platform would 

acknowledge the utility of the service without having a counterpart already established. This 

creates a chicken-and-egg problem which complicates the initial growth of a platform and leads 

to the concept of the critical mass constraint. The critical mass constraint refers to the minimum 

number of users that is needed at launch, or early lifetime stages, to enable economic feasibility as 

well as a healthy growth of the platform (Evans & Schmalensee, 2010). In the same way, failing 

to reach the critical mass constraint will have a severe negative effect, drive the usage to lower, 

and in the end zero participants (Loux, Aubry, Tran, & Baudoin, 2020). The strategy of how 

users should be attracted and invested in the platform is key, adequate marketing and pricing 

approaches are therefore vital (Beimborn, Miletzki, & Wenzel, 2011). Once the constraint has 
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been obtained, the platform can take advantage of the previously mentioned network effects 

(Whittington, Regner, Angwin, Johnson, & Scholes, 2021). 

Going back to Afuah (2013), he describes four different interaction types and the value addition 

that one user provides in each case. However, as only three of the four are applicable to B2B 

platform services, those three are explained below and shown in Figure 5.  

 

Figure 5. Three different network structures (Afuah, 2013). 

In a network where all users can interact (i.e., buy, sell, communicate etc.) with each other, see (a) 

of Figure 5, the value of a new user would stand in relation to N(N-1) number of interactions 

possible (which approaches N^2). In networks where there are two distinct customer segments 

(i.e., a two-sided platform/network), new user value is proportionate to the equation X(Y+N) 

whereas N is the number of added users on the consumer segment Y, multiplied by the number 

of users in consumer segment X. This is illustrated in (b) of Figure 5. To provide an example, a 

network that has two buyers and two sellers, of which one new seller is added, provides 2(2+1) = 

6 value to the buyer side. Following this formula (and example), two-sided networks benefit from 

optimizing the growth rate of both segments as that would result in optimized value. Lastly, 

certain networks are restricted through consolidated users that enable bridges in the network. 

These users are more valuable than a single entity in the previous examples as the addition of a 

consolidated user provides several new connection combinations. Furthermore, the valuation of 

these networks is unpredictable and can therefore not be explained through a general formula. 

An example of such a network is illustrated in Figure 5, (c). 

3.2.2 The Platform Canvas 

To get a better understanding of the how the business model surrounding platform services is 

structed, there are several models explaining this, often inspired from Osterwalder and Pigneur’s 

(2010) Business Model Canvas. Most models focus on one core aspect of a platform while 

neglecting the business environment, like Scholten’s Business Model Canvas for Platform business in 

Two-sided Market (2016), or is heavily extensive with, sometimes redundant, elements such as 

Walter’s Platform Business Model Canvas from 2013. However, for this study, the most well-balanced 

business model found, including substitutes and the core values of a platform, but excluding 

unnecessary elements, is the Platform Canvas by Allweins, Proesch, & Ladd (2021), which can be 

seen in Figure 6. This section will present and describe the different components included to 
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generate a profound foundation to a two-sided platforms business model, based on Allweins, 

Proesch, & Ladd’s (2021) canvas. 

As can be seen in Figure 6, the canvas consists of 12 different elements, however, three of these 

are mirrored into six, to include both user segments (Producer and Consumer), which is the 

major difference compared to traditional business models. The two segments have their specific 

substitutes to take into consideration and need customized value propositions to be attracted to 

the service. The wants, needs, and characteristics of both segments are vital to understand and 

thereafter construct a suitable service that creates value for both (Allweins, Proesch, & Ladd, 

2021). One important aspect to remember when managing platform business is that no value is 

created until both sides interact on the platform, underlining the importance of catering and 

attracting both segments simultaneously. In the Segments element of the canvas, information 

containing demography, geography, and psychography is proposed to be included.  

 
Figure 6. The Platform Canvas framework (Allweins, Proesch, & Ladd, 2021). 

The two substitute elements represent the competitive climate within the platform service is 

enclosed in (Allweins, Proesch, & Ladd, 2021). This refers to substitute of the platform in any 

way, not excluding non-platform services, as there could be multiple alternative ways to obtain 

the same, or partly similar, value. Once again, it is necessary to acknowledge that these substitutes 

may differ heavily between the two user segments and that both sides contribute to the 

platform’s competition. A platform service is even more receptive to change of competition than 

other services due to the lack of control of its external users, making these elements of great 

significance. One way to resist competitors from stealing users is to implement a high switching 

cost (Hagiu, 2014). 
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A vital part of any successful business is offering a value proposition that the customer is willing to 

pay for (Mullins & Komisar, 2009), in platform services this is extended to two (at least) value 

propositions as the different user segments have diverse needs. Having a clear image of what 

services to offer to each segment is the base of the third mirrored element in the Platform 

Canvas (Allweins, Proesch, & Ladd, 2021). Problems and solutions for each segment need to be 

included in the platform’s business model. Allowing a value proposition for both parts of the 

platform user is depending on what in this model is called Facilitation and Interaction. The 

interaction element is the proposed way that the two user-segment exchange value with each 

other. It is not until this point that value is created through the platform, and according to Parker 

et al. (2016) this is the most important part when developing digital platform services.  

The facilitation factor is based on the technology of the platform and in what way it eases the 

process of interaction. This could be depending on search filters, UX design, governance, and 

communication system, among others. Basically, all features provide assistance for the different 

user segments to interact and use the platform. The risk of disintermediation, meaning that the 

connected segments switch to doing their business outside of the platform after being connected, 

is a concern for every platform (Allweins, Proesch, & Ladd, 2021). The facilitation element 

should also include this aspect and thereby design the service in a way that keeps users active on 

the platform.  

As brought up under Network effects, a platform service is heavily dependent on balancing both 

sets of users to be successful. The Stimuli element in the canvas addressed this in an early stage. 

In this section, pull and push actions that attract users to the website to reach the critical mass 

constraint are presented (Allweins, Proesch, & Ladd, 2021). This could be marketing campaigns, 

promotion, tying down sponsors, or any other measure to get the numbers of users up initially. 

The Metrics element, on the other hand, is the way the platform provides measures activity, 

satisfaction, number of users, or any other aspects relevant to the service (Allweins, Proesch, & 

Ladd, 2021). This is where data of the user is collected and analyzed to find improvements and 

keep track of the development. Financial metrics are one part of this element and refer to the two 

last sections, below Metrics, Cost Model and Monetization. Monetization refers to the strategy of 

how to create revenue of the provided service, without comprising with the network growth. The 

cost model instead deals with the attached cost of running the platform service. The perk of 

digital services is that after the initial set-up, the fixed costs are typically low compared to 

traditional businesses, often tied only to user acquisition, software improvement, and customer 

support (Allweins, Proesch, & Ladd, 2021). Pricing strategies will be examined more in-depth 

under ‘Pricing strategy’.  

3.3 Pricing strategy 

Ensuring company survival (at least within private sectors) demands companies to take necessary 

decisions regarding the pricing of their products and/or services. According to Avlonitis & 

Gounaris (2005), the pricing decision is influenced by the pricing objective, which could be a 

single objective or a combination of many. To name a few, Avlonitis & Indounas (2005) list 

profit maximization, cost coverage, long-term survival, and market share increase among many 

more. In their literature review, several pricing methods were identified that specify procedures 

for pricing decisions. Namely, these pricing methods can be categorized into three groups: cost-

based methods, competition-based methods, and demand-based methods. 
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Cost-based methods intend, as the name suggests, to prioritize cost coverage in the pricing 

decision. The most adopted way in doing so is through the means of the cost-plus method, which 

is when a company adds a profit margin (usually a percentage) to the total cost of producing a 

good or delivering a service (Palmer, 1994; Zeithaml & Bitner, 1996). Products can naturally be 

enhanced throughout the value chain by several different stakeholders (internal, external, or a 

combination).  

Moving on to competition-based methods, the primary focus is aimed at the industry competitors 

and substitutes. Two approaches within this category include pricing below or above the 

competition (Avlonitis & Gounaris, 2005; Payne, 1993), pricing according to the dominant price 

in the market (Kurtz & Clow, 1998). 

The demand-based methods are dominated by the perceived-value pricing method (Zeithaml & 

Bitner, 1996), which concretizes the customer’s value perception and then translates it into a 

price setting. Naturally, the ambiguity concerning value subjectivity and in turn applicability are 

concerns to question when adopting this type of methodology. 

The three main categories covered above of cost, competition, and demand strongly encapsulate 

the phenomena of influences impacting the price of products and services and/or producers’ and 

consumers’ behavior (Banton, 2021). More precisely, such influences fall under the broader term 

of ‘market dynamics’ which are fundamental as the economic system develops and changes 

constantly. Therefore, the narrow stance of pricing specifically is expanded to form the basis of 

economic theory, such as supply-side economics (Canto, Joines, & Laffer, 1983) and Keynesian 

economics (Coddington, 2013). To control the economic systems of the world, taxation, 

regulation, and policymaking are key to facilitating sustainability and prosperity (Banton, 2021) 

and are therefore examples of key influencers to price. 

3.3.1 Pricing strategies applied to established platform services 

In the case of platform services, the main provision is usually the reduced coordination cost of 

users. Clearly, the platform provides easy and fast access to providers of what the user is looking 

for. For some platforms, such as Amazon or Facebook, the catalog can include almost anything, 

while other platforms such as Soundcloud or Airbnb specifically provide a certain type of service. 

Currently, two prominent pricing methods for digital platforms are subscription- and ad-based 

(Huotari & Ritala, 2021). In turn, the monetary (numeric) value of the price is contextually driven 

within the specific market sector (Casadesus-Masanell & Ricart, 2010) but can be traced back to 

the pricing objectives listed by Avlonitis and Indounas (2005). Furthermore, considering the 

multitude and complexity of exchanges that take place on certain platforms, the leverage point of 

the platform owner correlates to the platform size. Looking at practical cases of this, examples 

could be Netflix price development history (Richter, 2019) of their different subscription types 

(divided into basic, standard, and premium), or Spotify’s progressive increase of their 

subscription plans (The Verge, 2021). Ad-based revenue is more prominent in the social media 

sector, being successfully implemented by Facebook, and in gaming platforms. 

When applying pricing strategies to platform services with more than one user segment, price 

discrimination is a common method used (Daxhammer, Luckert, Doerr, & Bauernhansl, 2019). 

Price discrimination, or differential pricing, refers to when diverse customer groups or markets 

are charged differently for the same, or similar, product or service depending on the price 



22 

 

sensitivity of that specific segment (Deloitte, 2020). It is not unusual for two or multi-sided 

platforms to have several different revenue strategies, tailored to fit the different included 

customer segments. In order to create an appropriate pricing strategy, the willingness to pay, and 

the eagerness to join the platform, of the included customer segments create ground for which 

group possibly should be subsidized, and which group will be charged with a higher fee (Sriram 

et al., 2015; Daxhammer, Luckert, Doerr, & Bauernhansl, 2019). Logically, the least price-

sensitive group should be charged the most while the more resilient one requires greater 

persuasion and incitement to join. To estimate which group is the more price sensitive, Hagiu 

(2014) argues that one should look at the availability of substitute services for each segment as 

this will affect the bargaining power. However, price sensitivity is not only the decisive factor 

when implementing a differential pricing strategy. By subsidizing and investing in attracting one 

side of the platform, the beforementioned network effects could generate an upswing for the 

other sides as well (Parker & Van Alstyne, 2005). The choice of which customer segment that 

needs subsidizing should therefore not only consider price sensitivity, but also which side would 

impact and contribute to a larger network effect (Loux, Aubry, Tran, & Baudoin, 2020).  

Furthermore, Hagiu (2014) confirms the differential pricing strategy approach based on price 

sensitivity, while adding two additional pricing approaches regarding whether a transaction is 

made or not through the platform service. If no monetary transaction occurs between the 

different consumer segments of the platform, a high charge of the service should be applied to 

the side that greater benefits of the inclusion of the other side. To use Hagiu’s (2014) own 

example of this: “…business conference organizers typically charge attendees but not invited speakers”. On the 

other hand, if a transaction between the different parties does take place on the platform, Hagiu 

(2014) suggests that the side generating more value from the other should be charged. As a 

transaction is made, the side that obtains the greater advantages of the deal should be the one 

more responsible for the cost of the enabling service.  

3.3.2 Differences in pricing between B2B and B2C segments 

B2B and B2C differ in multiple ways regarding sales approach and pricing strategy model as the 

targeted audience have different characterizations. In Zhang et al.’s article from 2014, several 

factors that differentiate the two business approaches are dealt with including customization, 

length of the relationship, level of complexity in a transaction, and numbers of decision-makers. 

Starting with customization, when selling directly to the end consumer, the product or service is 

often sold at a fixed price based on the pricing model used (Khan, Lewis, & Singh, 2009). 

However, in B2B, the offer is more likely to be tailored to your buyers, considering the needs of 

that specific customer. This naturally leads to the requirement of having a more flexible and 

customizable pricing model. As B2C generally targets a much larger customer group than B2B 

where the lead pool is limited (Cohn, 2015), this allows the ability to customize pricing in B2B to 

a greater extent, even if it requires more resources. In addition, the transaction processes become 

more complex due to these factors as decisions need to be taken on multiple levels before a 

purchase is done.  

Next, business relationships in B2B tend to be longer than ones in B2C. B2B relationships are 

built on commitment and trust which presumes long-term relations. With more established and 

long-term relations, price sensitivity could decrease with time (Zhang, Netzer, & Ansari, 2014). In 

B2C the targeted customer makes the decision single-handedly and depends solely on themselves 
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and can thereby act on emotion to a larger extent, while in B2B purchases are based on rationality 

and often needs to be accepted by several stakeholders. Further, price disparities and sales cycles 

are widely differentiated between B2B and B2C where the latter in general has a much lower 

average time spent of reflection before making a purchase (Awware, 2021). 

3.4 Competitive advantages 

Factors contributing to a company’s ability to offer a better and cheaper product or service than 

its rivals are based on the so-called competitive advantages used by the firm. To create value for 

both the company and its clients, establishing a competitive strategy is needed (Porter, 1985), and 

is used to position the company advantageously in the industry relative to its competitors.  

Starting from a traditional business models standpoint, the most established theory concerning 

this notion is the one of Michel E. Porter (1985). Porter maps out different competitive strategies 

depending on three factors: cost, differentiation, and focus. Cost and differentiation are the two basic 

strategies whereas the first focus on establishing a cost leadership compared to the competitors by 

offering the (same) product or services at the lowest cost. Applying this strategy, the importance 

lies in being the cost leader and is often highly dependent on the economy-of-scale. Differentiation, 

on the other hand, aims to create an offer that is differentiated from what is already available in 

the market by creating a unique product or service focusing on some specific attributes needed by 

their customers. Due to the uniqueness, a higher price can be charged. Both cost leadership and 

differentiation strategies are used to target larger customer segments. The focus factor is instead 

used when the broadness of the competitive scope is limited. A narrower scope will add the focus 

aspect and is applicable when targeting a specific segment or customer group. These three factors 

and their combinations add up in a two-by-two matrix presented in Figure 7. Continuing with cost 

focus and differential focus, the competitive advantages are based on respective competitive strategies 

but limit themselves to the targeted segment, disregarding the overall competitive advantages 

(Porter, 1985). These two strategies are applicable when cost behavior is different for a focal 

segment, or when targeting a group with specific needs.  

 

Figure 7. Porters’ competitive advantages matrix (Porter, 1985). 
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Moving on, as platform services gain more space in today’s industries, the competitive advantages 

of companies have been heavily affected. With new business models, new competitive advantages 

have arisen (Cutolo, Hargadon, & Kenney, 2021). Competitive advantages tied specifically to 

digital platform services has been seen, whereas the most dominant one (Mancha & Gordon, 

2021) have already been presented under Network effects. This is due to the swift in from 

product quality and production process efficiency to facilitation of interaction and the growth of 

the platform (Salazar, 2015). A key part in creating a competitive advantage for platform services 

is finding the optimal value creation for each segment (Grant & Neupert, 2003). As platform has 

the ability to target multiple customers segment, it is vital to provide customized value creation 

for all user groups. Furthermore, as a shift from an internal company focus to a business eco-

system one occurs, competitive advantages follow (Allweins, Proesch, & Ladd, 2021). 

In addition to the network effect and multiple markets, Ward (2022) has listed several 

competitive advantages that platform services can and should make use of. The two most 

dominant one being the reduction of cost due to digital software and making use of the 

enormous amount of data generated. Every digital solution needs an investment in advance to be 

built, however, when already established there is a huge opportunity of scaling up without adding 

substantial expenditures. By implementing automation and cutting time and cost for all parties 

included this is creating a close to friction free possibility to grow the platform when needed. 

Regarding the use of generated data, a platform service naturally becomes a source for large 

amount of data which can be used to gain insight of the focal industry, customer patterns and 

support potential enhancement of the service among other. (Ward, 2022) Platform services come 

with a range of new competitive advantages compared to the traditional one, and to be successful 

it is key being able to exploit these.  

3.5 Diffusion of innovation: the S-curve model 

Application of S-curve models to innovation adoption is widely accepted in the academic 

community. This means that innovation in any form, may it be a product, service, business 

model, industry, technology etc., evolves over time and with it shapes the potential for profits 

and growth (Rogers, 1983). Simply, the S-curve illustrates a process of initially slow growth who 

gradually accumulate speed to fast growth which then ebbs out as saturation approaches. 

Consequently, S-curve models have been used when researching digital platforms, as it is a form 

of business model. According to Steur and Bayrle (2020), platform adoption typically follows an 

S-curve. 

The S-curve model follows, as the name suggests, a S-shape (see Figure 8), and is, when looking 

at an adoption distribution, the cumulative number of adopters over a period of time (Rogers, 

1983). Rogers (1983) goes on to categorize the adopters into groups depending on how early of a 

stage they adopted the innovation. From this originates the categories of innovators, early 

adopters, early majority, late majority, and laggards. The categories are distributed under a normal 

distribution with the innovators including the first 2,5 percent of adopters. Following the 

innovators are the early adopters who cover 13,5 percent of the distribution. Then, the first major 

group (the early majority) adds their category of 34 percent to the adopter side. This is then 

trailed by the late majority, also composed of 34 percent, and the remaining 16 percent named 

the laggards. 
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Figure 8: An illustration of Rogers (1983) S-curve model. 

Out of the categories of adopters, the innovators and early adopters are arguably the most 

important to identify and more importantly attract in the early stages of introducing a business 

innovation, may it be a product, service, or technology etc. First of all, it is crucial to capture the 

curiosity of the innovators as their financial resources are integral to the launch and development 

of a new idea (Rogers, 1983). Secondly, the early adopters influence is critical to create acceptance 

of the innovation within the social system. This is done through the minimization of uncertainty 

for the early and late majority who turn to the early adopters for advice regarding the innovation 

as they generally are respected within their locality (Rogers, 1983). 

As the characteristics of an S-curve follows a steep incline at the start of the curve and a steep 

decline at the end of the curve, this is a consequence of the fact that there are physical and 

technological implications that limit growth. A typical type of physical barrier is a capacity limit 

which is commonly found at the end of the S-curve as it starts to decline, while a technological 

barrier can be bandwidth or infrastructural restriction. As the S-curve growth starts to drop, 

Brown (1992) states that the growth curve usually is disrupted by new innovation (I1-3) that 

consequently starts the growth of a new S-curve to follow, this is illustrated in Figure 9 and 

encapsulates the effect of the business mantra ‘innovate or die’. Hence, it is important to 

acknowledge that in terms of adoption, it is not certain that a market or segment will fully adopt 

an innovation in its first iteration (Brown, 1992). Continuous development and addition of 

features, properties and novelty suiting new customer segments are vital to a lasting growth rate. 

 
Figure 9: A visualization of market adoption over time based on Brown’s (1992) model. 



26 

 

4 Findings 

This chapter covers the empirical findings of the study, which firstly includes significant contextual information 

about the case company industry background, based on the primary data gathered from both AlcoHola and the 

semi structured interviews. After that, the primary data for the semi structured interviews is presented more in 

detail, which will provide the basis for answering to the first research question. Finally, the secondary data obtained 

from the literature study will be presented in relation to the case and the primary data to lay ground for the second 

research question. 

4.1 Background to the spirits industry 

Similarly, to other industries, the backbone of the spirits industry consists of producers, 

distributors, and consumers. The exchange of goods within the market is then split between, 

what industry stakeholders refer to as, the on- and off-trade (AlcoHola, 2022). In the on-trade 

importers or distributors sell their product(s) directly to collaborators, such as bars and 

restaurants, who then continue to sell it onward to consumers of the product(s). This is in 

contrast to the off-trade in which retail outlets such as supermarkets or wholesalers are targeted 

for sales (AlcoHola, 2022). In the off-trade, sales volumes are generally significantly higher, which 

according to one interviewee limits it to companies who have the operational, financial or 

network ability to deliver in large volumes and compete on small margins. For the on-trade, price 

sensitivity of the end-consumer combats the higher profit margins of upstream stakeholders 

making it an important part of the industry for brand development and exposure. 

The majority of producers in all geographical markets are small businesses that produce relatively 

small volumes (AlcoHola, 2022). On the other hand, the number of distributors is a (more) 

consolidated group of actors. AlcoHola (2022) estimates the producer-distributor ratio to be 

approximately 10:1. This creates an interesting dynamic in the industry as there is a prevalent 

power asymmetry within the industry which derives from, as well as contributes to, it being 

difficult to achieve an economy of scale. During the authors industry investigation, an AlcoHola 

contact (2022) explicitly pointed out that this fact has further driven the consolidation of the 

United States producers, with major players having made a number of acquisitions of smaller 

producers. 

Regarding the size of producers, clearly the majority are small businesses combating the issue of 

economy of scale. As per natural association of producer size constraints, smaller businesses 

generate less capital, and in turn less profit, which logically results in less cross-functional expert 

level employees (as these cannot be afforded). Therefore, AlcoHola (2022) points out that 

stakeholders generally are specialized within a specific spirit and geographical area – following 

what has become the norm in the now global economy. Hence, the essential prospects of brand 

growth are commonly outsourced to 3rd parties when businesses choose to export outside of 

home markets. It is most common for distributors to handle the brand growth within their 

responsible market. 

Furthermore, as a result of being a heavily regulated and taxed industry (National Research 

Council (US), 1981), together with the aforementioned consolidation of producers, it is evident 

that profit margins within the industry suffer heavily if regulation is not followed. This because 

businesses would have to pay legal fees. The power asymmetry between distributors and 
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producers is hence more substantial, given the economic advantages the distributing side gain 

from consolidation. In other words, the size difference between stakeholders and/or 

geographical location amplifies the power asymmetry within the industry.  

4.2 Data collection findings 

Given the following primary data collection findings from the interviews conducted in the study, 

the coding results from the thematic analysis are presented under subsequent headlines. The 

themes of the study are adaptability, legislative barriers, locking effects, individualization, and digitization. 

The themes are generated from the thematical analysis in answering research question one and is 

then to be the basis for the discussion and answering of research question two. As the first 

research question is based exclusively on collected primary data, the themes have been designed 

to answer this question. Following, the themes will contribute to the answer to the second 

research question, however in conjuncture, as the authors combine the results of the first 

research question (and underlying primary data) with secondary data in their analysis. 

4.2.1 Adaptability 

As part of the journey to answering the first research question, the recurring requirement of 

adaptability within the industry is underlined by multiple of the interviewees in regard to different 

sub-themes. The sub-themes and related code can be found below in Table 2. 

It is clear from the interviews that differentiation focus strategies are represented by the majority 

of the companies. This agrees with a consumer focus, meaning that the needs of the end 

consumers are fundamental to decision-making, and critical to enable a meaningful 

differentiation. Consequently, most companies within the industry are highly specialized, which 

mainly manifests through a specialization of product range (i.e., distributing a specific spirit, such 

as tequila or whiskey) or restriction to a certain nation or region. For instance, most of the 

interviewees are differentiated through the process of selling premium brands within a certain 

nation(s) as it requires less economy of scale to capture decent profit margins.  

During the interviews, one of the underlying beliefs for the requirement to niche businesses is the 

market fragmentation which is a result of several underlying aspects. Firstly, the natural taxation 

and regulation disparity heavily contribute to this matter as it is resource intensive to both learn 

and maintain knowledge of several different markets regulation policies. This will be further 

presented under Legislative barriers. Another recurring challenge in the interviews was the low 

digitization, and hence information formatting standardization, which implicates, as interviewee 

seven pointed out, that “the information in the market is scattered”. To expand on this, the 

commonality of format discrepancies implicates business development and expansion as the 

labor intensiveness of collection and review of data is high. The isolation of companies (within 

their niche) has contributed to decentralization of data storage and processing, as interviewee 

four expresses: “I sometimes wonder if the information that we get could not be simplified and centralized 

because it feels like everybody's singing off a different hymn sheet”. 

Furthermore, the complications of creating viable price builds within different geographics, 

products and markets have proven to be challenging to the point that actors are driven to work 

within narrow expertise areas. On this topic, repetition between interviews leaned toward the 

importance of tailoring price builds to geographical markets, which is difficult for unfamiliar 
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stakeholders. Hence, the concentrated adaptability of product price builds is kept within a focus 

market as it trumps aggressive expansion strategies to foreign consumers. 

Table 2: Sub-themes and codes related to Adaptability. 

Sub-theme Code Interviewee 

Consumer focus 

Working in a niche is very common in this industry 

The end consumer is the major focus 

External parties are consulted to meet customer needs 

We completely focus on the customer needs 

#1 

#2 

#3 

#4 

Market 
fragmentation 

As the US is divided into states, every state has unique demands 

and needs 

All markets are different, ranging from legal matters to bottle size; 

information is very disjointed 

The industry is closed, it is hard to find information in a format of 

your liking 

The information in the market is scattered 

Each market in the world has specific consumers 

Price sensitivity fluctuates between different markets 

#1 

 

#4 

 

#4 

 

#5 

#7 

#9 

Price build 

You need to be at the same level as competing brands to survive 

The most time-consuming bit is the price build, it can be 

complicated to get right 

Margins are very slim 

Consistency between different geographics is challenging 

From producer to consumer there are many margins to consider 

in the price build 

The price needs to be tailored to each geographical market 

#3 

#4 

 

#4 

#5 

#7 

 

#8 

4.2.2 Legislative barriers 

Apart from the European Union, there are limited consolidated regulatory authorities that exceed 

national regulations. This contributes to the complexity of the spirits industry as it is both heavily 

regulated and taxed. Sub-themes and codes on this topic can be found under Table 3. Depending 

on what region a producer, distributor, importer, and retailer operate in, the legislation and 

compliance differentiate. However, the precedent implication of heavy regulation and taxation is 

crucial to deal with to expand to foreign markets successfully. Taking the United States as a 

practical example, here parts of alcohol law are governed at the federal level, but the majority is 

determined by each individual state. In addition, the United States uses a 'three-tier system', 

which means that alcohol sold in the country must pass three steps before it can be (National 

Research Council (US), 1981). This means that a producer must go through an external 

importer/distributor (it is common for importers to also distribute) to first export a product, 

which is followed by sales being handled by an external retail part. Evidently, committing to 

exporting to the United States goes far beyond simply producing a spirit to then sell it. Another 

market that stands out is the Swedish market, where the government control all retail sales of 

alcohol in the off-trade. As a result of this, swedes can only buy spirits through ‘Systembolaget’s 

store or order on their website. The interviewed subjects active in the Swedish market argues that 

this is a competitive factor in the industry as it requires a certain quality to make a producer 

eligible for Systembolaget to retail their beverages. 
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Beside these two widely separated examples of differences in terms of legislation from market to 

market, the process of investigating compliance in foreign markets is labor intensive and time 

consuming. Knowing the regulation and fulfilling compliance is one major obstacle for producers 

when entering a new market according to the fifth interviewee: “To have everything aligned and 

fulfilling all the regulation and compliance is the hardest aspect when opening a new market”. Other than that, 

although each market has its own taxation rules (which can greatly differ between geographical 

areas), tax cannot be influenced, thus making it a constant constraint on company profits. In 

extension, the tax influences the price sensitivity of the market.  

Table 3: Sub-themes and codes related to Legislative barriers. 

Sub-theme Code Interviewee 

Taxation 

The alcohol tax disparity between markets differs greatly #3 

The end prices from the importer are often the same, disregarding tax 
level 

#3 
 

The duty in our home market is incredibly high #4 

The margins in the business are very slim, partly because of high 
taxation 

#4 

Big deviance between markets regarding the taxation #6 

Involvement in taxation occurs in the beginning when the price 
structure is negotiated with a new partner 

#8 

Regulation 

The three-tier system forces companies to be conscious to several 
levels of regulation; both federal and state 

#1 

Regulation sometimes becomes a barrier #5 

Introduce brands in a new market takes long time due to regulation #5 

Having everything aligned and fulfilling all the regulation and 
compliance is hardest when opening a new market 

#5 

There are different regulations in different market #6 

The Swedish monopoly is very unique, but European regulation in 
general works in a similar way 

#7 

4.2.3 Locking effects 

The sprits industry believes in choosing partners carefully and committing to mutual cooperation 

over longer time periods. This is critical as the, in many cases, long production time of the 

products involves uncertainty and risk. This has been seen and supported throughout the 

interviews both by producers and distributors creating the foundation for this theme. The basis 

of which can be found in Table 4. The authors have encapsulated two sub-themes, which have 

the effect of locking the counterparts together. Starting with what can be identified as a rather 

unique dynamic in the industry, the strong confidence in having exclusive contracts between a 

producer and a distributor in a specific market. All the interviewees confirmed that to reach an 

agreement with counterparts giving the distributor exclusive rights of selling and promoting a 

brand in a particular market is best practice. Consequently, most saw this as a dealbreaker if not 

included in the contract, as respondent nine states: “If there isn't a possibility of exclusivity, I'm not going 

to even waste my time.”. The most common exclusivity parameter in the agreements tie distributors 

to national markets. In larger regions, multiple actors operate in specific districts as long as the 

territorial areas do not collide. The main aim of the exclusivity parameter is allowing distributor 

to collect of their own legwork and effort in the brand development (especially in the on-trade). 

Letting multiple actors sell the same product creates, according to the interviews, an unfair 
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balance where one distributor may put down a considerable number of resources promoting a 

brand only to get highjacked of the actual sales by another.  

From the producers’ side, the importance of exclusivity lays in the confidence of having a 

distributor willing to work with the brand growth for both parts gains. Naturally, this leads to the 

fact that the exclusivity factor is most prominent in high end and high prioritized markets, while 

less important market might disregard this aspect. In other words, exclusivity means security for 

both parties as it requires greater commitment. Continuing with the contracts between producers 

and distributors, two interesting factors could be extracted from the empirical data collection: the 

length of the agreements as well as the role of trust and informality. In the majority of the 

interviews a recurring topic has been, that the contract length between the two parties normally 

run for at least three years. The exception to this is for new partnerships as the first contract runs 

for a shorter period (one year usually). During the first contract, the commitment from the 

counterparty is tested before a major time and resource investment is made. The producer side 

wants to have a counterpart that will work with the brand building over time, and from the 

distributor part, engagement secure that their resources are not wasted for the benefit of 

someone else. In the spirits industry, longer contracts indicate a healthy partner relationship.  

Most agreements have according to the interviewed stakeholders been put down to paper in a 

formal contract, however this is not always the case. By establishing counterparts that you trust in 

the industry, formalities become less important and previous conduct that required formal 

measures (such as written agreements), transition to informal agreements such as handshakes. 

This can be seen in this study as multiple respondents have pointed out what the following quote 

from respondent two explains as: “If you have known the guy for a long time, there is sometimes no need 

written agreement, which underlines the trust aspect.  

Another side influencing this is the size of the deal. A bigger contract will logically increase the 

importance of a formal agreement, as the risk will be higher. Nevertheless, for smaller 

transaction, it is possible that a situation where no written agreement is used, as interviewee three 

states “for smaller brands, contracts are not really needed, it's more of a handshake”. Personal contact and 

knowing and maintaining your network have been mentioned on several occasions by more or 

less all respondents. In the next section, the role of these soft values and intangible aspects found 

in the industry will be introduced further. 

Table 4: Sub-themes and codes related to Locking effects. 

Sub-theme Code Interviewee 

Exclusivity 

Exclusive rights of the brand in our market are most common #2 

We are the exclusive partner to about 35 brands #4 

If a joint business plan can be found, exclusivity is the best way to go #6 

Standard is to have one distributor for each market #7 

Having exclusive right is a requirement #9 

Agreements 

Starting with 1 year then continuing with at least 3 #2 

If you know each other well, there is sometimes no written agreement #2 

The bigger brand, the bigger and longer the contract #3 

For a smaller agreement, a handshake could do #3 

Normal length is three years, with the possibility of terminating  #7 

Contracts are more of trust and giving your word  #9 

The contracts are usually between 3-5 years #9 
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4.2.4 Individualization  

The next theme generated from the empirical data collection regards the recurrent comments 

about how the industry is built on soft values such as personal touch. In addition, traditional and 

analogue ways of doing business as well as the everchanging trends that create a fluctuating 

demand of brands and products has merged into this theme referred to as the Individualization 

and is based on the codes in Table 5. 

Both from the producer side and for the distributors, business relations and personal contact are 

“cornerstones of the industry”. A general consensus claims that the interpersonal relations in the 

producer-distributor relation plays an important part, even if commercial driven aspect are the 

base, as in any other business. From both segments, the first and most common way to establish 

a new business relation is going through your own network. This is a straightforward way to 

reach contacts through recommendations from someone you know and potentially ensuring a 

personal introduction. Finding the right individuals in the industry are key, and as the industry is 

relatively small, a majority of the actors within the same markets, but even globally (at least for 

the distributors side) know each other to a great extent which has been brought up in several of 

the interviews. 

Continuing on this note from a distributing perspective, the search for new products gives 

priority to established relations and brand owners, which goes before the process of sourcing for 

new ones. When new contacts and business relation are initiated, the face-to-face meeting and 

personal touch plays a significant role. Throughout the interviews the importance of going to 

fairs and meet potential counterparts in person is underlined. This enables the showcasing of 

products or portfolios and enable unfamiliar stakeholders to taste and experience the offer. This 

way of networking remains largely unchanged and is a very traditional practice in the industry, as 

respondent eight puts it: “Nothing has changed regarding new business connections, still the most relevant 

place get new contacts is in offline fairs”. The tasting experience is an analog aspect that is integral in 

affecting the decision of who to collaborate with, with the purpose of making sure that quality 

criterions are satisfied. In other words, actors are hesitant to make deals without thorough 

knowledge both about the product and the individual(s) behind it. 

Not all new initiations are made the analog way, cold calls and cold emails are a possibility when 

sourcing new partners. However, this method has been expresses as the last viable option, as the 

success rate is exceptionally low compared to the options. Worth noticing is the uneven balance 

between which side that are being contacted and which that request new collaboration. All the 

distributors in this study pointed out that they are constantly getting request from new brands 

and rarely these cold mails lead to a new collaboration. Instead, when there is an opening in their 

portfolio, the distributors are the ones actively searching for new brands and establishing new 

relations.  

Moving on to the final sub-theme of this section, the purpose of the distributor in the eyes of a 

producer is to generate a higher demand for the brand (and getting the product sold in the 

market). As a distributor, having trending brands in your portfolio helps to facilitate the increase 

of sales. The trends and the following demand are very fluctuating according to several of the 

interviewees as both markets and product prioritization changes constantly. Moreover, staying on 

top of the trends requires a lot of legwork in terms of knowing your market and understanding 
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what clients are asking for, both in the on- and off-trade. The following quote from interviewee 

nine summarizes the dynamic in a comprehensive way: “You need to try to sense the market, but there 

isn't a formula on how to do it”. A big part of the distributor’s resources is funneled to finding and 

establishing the latest trends. Today, large part of this operation is done in an analog way as 

respondent nine continuous: “To feel the trends in the world you need to travel, go to fairs, and taste the 

products. The more analog and traditional way of working, which indeed can be seen in the 

industry, lead into the next section’s theme: Digitization. 

Table 5: Sub-themes and codes related to Individualization. 

Sub-theme Code Interviewee 

Personal 
touch 

Personal contact and familiar relationships are cornerstones #3 

The strength lays in the close personal contact with our counterparts #3 

Important to find your own little way into the different brands #3 

Personal chemistry is highly valued in the industry #4 

All the distributors seem to know each other globally #4 

The network is always the priority when searching for new partners #5 

Finding new counterparts is through your network/recommendation #7 

When contacting new distributor, go through your network #8 

To get personally introduce is very important as a new brand #8 

The industry is quite small, and we all know each other #9 

Everything is done very personally in our business  #9 

For new products, priority is given to already connected brands #9 

Analog 
influences 

In-house tasting is needed before making a deal #2 

Decisions are based on bartender’s opinion if a product is up to par #3 

Going to fairs and wait for someone interested is one key part #4 

Fairs are a good way to find new products #4 

Focusing on the old phone and legwork and meet partners in fairs #5 

Participating in fairs, makes sure potential customer tries the product #5 

Consumer knowledge based on recommendation or tasting  #5 

The most relevant place get new contacts is in offline fairs #8 

Important to feel the trends by travelling, attending fairs, and tastings #9 

Demand 

Hear on the request from the private customer #2 

Customer request indicates if an item is needed, and this changes fast #2 

Close connection to bartenders, listening to their needs and demands #3 

Hear what bartenders and bar owners are looking for #4 

Priorities in market and product changes from year to year #8 

There is not a formula for discovering trends, only sensing the market #9 

Finding new trends early is very important #9 

4.2.5 Digitization 

The final theme presented in this result section of the empirical data collection focuses on the 

digitization in the spirits industry. In Table 6, the two sub-themes, digital maturity, and digital 

adaptation with associated codes are lined up. The focal industry in this study, have as described 

in previous sections a strong connection to traditional ways of doing business as well as values 

intangible qualities of their counterpart. Nevertheless, this next segment will account for how and 

in what way digital tools have been implemented and to what extent the industry is open for 

further digitization, based on the interviews. 

To begin with, the use of digital supporting tools for the day-to-day business is not something 

extraordinary in the industry. From the smallest producers to the biggest distributor participating 
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in this study, the today’s world’s standard tools as email, conference calls, spreadsheets and taking 

part of and actively using social media are a base for their operation. Furthermore, platform 

services such as LinkedIn is an alternative when sourcing potential new business relations, 

interviewee nine explained that: “For the brands that I really want to land, I have to contact them through 

LinkedIn”.  

After declaring the base usage of digital tools, the next vital part in regard to digitization are the 

handling of data regarding stock levels, sales, forecast and so on (further referred to as business 

intelligence). In this aspect there is a wide dispersion between the interviewed stakeholders. The 

smaller actors (irrespective of being a producers or distributor) do everything in-house, by hand 

and without any problem as the business is small enough to avoid to complex processes. 

However, the mid-sized, and larger organization have a need of automated and streamlined 

business intelligence. This has dealt with by either purchasing a service from a third-party or 

building an in-house system. The same goes for updating product information in the industry, 

leading to an unsynchronized way of keeping track of data, and as respondent eight put it: “I work 

directly with 20 distributors and all these 20 distributors have different software, making it very time-consuming to 

comply. There are multiple examples brought up in the data collection targeting the inefficiency in 

how parts of the work are formed today including relying on outdated shared folders, disjointed 

coordination in the industry and being dependent on external actors for getting the right sales 

numbers, among others.  

Moving on to the digital maturity, there is a level of caution and hesitation regarding moving 

parts of the core business to an, for example, online platform service. Even though there is a 

common view of having an unsynchronized industry, the belief in implementing a system that 

solves these issues are low. The main obstacle being the monetary investment, as changing the 

ways of working will by definition need relocation of resources. Without beforehand knowledge 

of what benefits a system provides, in terms of increased growth and profits, for the company, 

the respondents in general are hesitant about taking the risk. In addition to this hesitation, as the 

industry also appreciates the aforementioned soft values, there is a fear of missing out on this 

part with an overly digitalized course of action in the industry, and as respondent five expressed 

it: “Having more [digitized] information about counterparts doesn't mean specifically that it you find these soft 

values insight”. 
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Table 6: Sub-themes and codes related to Digitization. 

Sub-theme Code Interviewee 

Digital 
maturity 

Information about counterparts is store manually in-house #2 

Consumers require increased information about the products #3 

A centralized digital system benefits updating of product information #4 

More information digitally does not equal getting soft values insight #4 

Relying on shared folders do not satisfy all the information updates  #4 

All the coordination in the industry is disjointed #4 

The business intelligence is partly automated and partly done by hand #4 

Creating a process and standardizing the information is done in-house #5 

Producers rely on distributors information regarding sales information #5 

Having a synchronized view in the industry would help all parties #7 

Hesitance for allocating resource to implementing a new platform #7 

Changing the way of work depends heavily on monetary benefits  #7 

Digital 
adaptation 

LinkedIn is used to find the people responsible for the brands #2 

The marketing team focus a lot on social media #2 

To communicate, phone and email as well as Teams or Skype is used #3 

Built database in-house to monitor sales, stock level, and forecast #4 

Small brands handle the coordination in an analog way without issue #7 

One way to get contact with brands is through LinkedIn #9 

The business would be impossible without business intelligence #9 

Stock and sales are controlled manually with excel tables #9 
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5 Analysis and discussion 

This section presents the argumentation for answering the research questions of the study. Firstly, the authors 

elaborate on key aspects of a platform service from the platform canvas. This consequently sets up for examination 

of the market dynamics drawn from the empirical data collection and thematical analysis. Later, the second 

research question link the study’s findings with established theory to elevate the focus of the discussion and then 

conclude the research. 

5.1 Key aspects of the platform canvas 

Considering the scope of the study and the specific interest in pricing strategies, the most 

outstanding part of the platform canvas is the producer and consumer value propositions 

(PCVP). These are unequivocally crucial for the adoption of the service. Moreover, they are 

hence essential to the business model of the business as it ties to the aforementioned words of 

Mintzberg and Lampel (1999) saying that the business model is “What an organization does”. 

Undoubtedly, the PCVPs are part of what the organization does but might be more useful to be 

seen as what is being done that provides value to the users. Simply, users are only concerned 

about business that proceeds them. The PCVP’s accuracy and ability to appeal to as many 

stakeholders from the focus segment as possible is therefore imperative. This underlines the 

importance of expert knowledge of industry operations as a key success factor to accomplishing 

this goal (Allweins, Proesch, & Ladd, 2021).  

In extension to the PCVP, the cost model and monetization elements of the platform canvas are 

critical for businesses to successfully grow, flourish and mature. Furthermore, as it is clear from 

the empirical findings that cost management is at the center of the companies interviewed, this 

further underlines the importance of the aspects. 

The forementioned elements should be considered the most vital ones for this study’s analysis, as 

they are directly related to the investigates issue. However, there are other components in the 

Platform Canvas that will be used when dissecting the market dynamics in the spirits industry and 

what implications they add regarding the pricing strategy of a platform service.  

5.2 Market dynamics affecting pricing 

Following the order presented under Data collection findings, here follows an analysis of the 

market dynamics in connection with both research question one “What are important market 

dynamics to consider when developing a platform service in the spirits industry?”, and research question two 

“How will these market dynamics affect the pricing strategy of a business-to-business platform service?”. Hence, 

the following section argues for how market dynamics implicate the spirits industry and platform 

services, but more importantly pricing strategy. Thereby, the following discussion works to bridge 

the results of the first research question and the second research question. 

5.2.1 Differentiated users and local markets demand customized service offerings 

Given the data collection findings, the producers and distributors interviewed exclusively benefit 

from differentiation focus strategies. This points to that specialization produces a considerable 

competitive advantage, enabling companies to successfully compete, in the spirits industry. Also, 

this could be considered a natural response as Porter (1985) suggests that markets in need of 

differentiation focus strategies suffer from discrepancies in the cost behavior between different 
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markets. This is undeniably true for the spirits industry, according to all interviewees. Beyond this 

fact, the authors found inclinations in the interviews that suggests that the users expect the 

service to be heavily customized, as to fit their business operations. In other words, the general 

point of view was that third party involvement (such as the purchase of a service) had to be 

similar in terms of customizability to not jeopardize day-to-day operations. These results imply 

that differentiation extends to external stakeholders and imposes risk. More specifically, the fear 

of compromising business operations, and thus avoiding innovation, could be an underlying 

factor that has contributed to the industry having a low level of digitization. 

From the data collection findings, multiple interviewees were inconsistent in their attitude 

towards existing digital service offerings. The industry lacks standardization of work 

methodology, at least from a digitization perspective, which imposes a threat to the possibility of 

digital service integration. As one interviewee pointed out, companies work based on their own 

(in-house developed) systems, templates, working methods and intentions. Of course, this creates 

a challenge for a platform service, as it naturally consolidates certain functions. As part of the 

adaptability dynamic, and related to implications of working in a niche, the market fragmentation 

of the spirits industry was repeatedly brought up in the interviews. Again, the authors suspect that 

the heavy focus on differentiation focused strategies at least have partly contributed to this, 

although further research is needed to investigate this. Furthermore, the complicated taxation and 

regulation impediment of the industry assuredly damper market penetration in foreign markets, 

leading to further isolation and fragmentation. This fact is supported by both the empirical 

findings and the literature review. 

Another aspect of the fragmentation of markets was its effect on a dispersed price sensitivity 

according to the interviews. Unsurprisingly, mainly low-income countries were mentioned related 

to high price sensitivity in the interviews. However, in Europe, the countries bordering the coast 

of the Mediterranean are apparently deviating from the price sensitivity of greater parts of 

Europe. The price sensitivity which has emerged in local markets is therefore not only a threat to 

the segments interviewed, but presumably extends to other actors as well, such as service 

providers. It is therefore reasonable to consider market fragmentation when pricing a service, at 

least within the parameters of adoption and perceived value. In other words, pricing could 

benefit from being adaptable to national/regional markets for the intents and purpose of 

optimizing adoption and value perception. 

Furthermore, the differentiation focus of the spirits industry raises the question whether 

complication of the industry harm the understanding of common demands within segments 

beyond the superficial or obvious (such as logistics, business intelligence etc.). The reason for this 

is that specialized stakeholders deviate towards the form of a professional organization as they 

become more niched (Mintzberg, 1979). Following, the increased autonomy of employees could 

compromise work standards and impose paradigms in numbers impossible to study. In other 

words, this specifically impede the development of a platform service as the PCVPs are harder to 

match with differentiation focus companies’ needs, being a consequence of them constantly 

adapting to their local business environment. Nonetheless, the willingness-to-pay of the potential 

users depend on the PCVPs being up to, or higher than expectations. Simply, it is not enough to 

provide a service, it must be perceived as valuable too. Furthermore, as stakeholders in the 

industry narrow their differentiation focus, the more complicated it becomes to capture a large 
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number of users with a platform service offering. That is, unless the service is irresistible. This 

raises the question whether it is possible to capture a differentiation focused market, without a 

differentiation focused platform? 

From this heading, the authors point to the adaptability in the spirits industry as an important 

market dynamic to consider when choosing a pricing strategy. It is clear from the empirical 

evidence that the needs and sensitivity of markets differ, which means that knowledge of the 

markets that are interesting for the platform is needed to provide a basis for decisions. More 

about this below. 

5.2.2 Network effects, the backbone of platform success 

As network effects are essential for the success of a platform service (Hagiu, 2014), this will be 

one of the most important pricing objectives in the beginning of the service lifecycle. This part 

ties back to primary the Stimuli element of the Platform Canvas (Allweins, Proesch, & Ladd, 

2021). Furthermore, as the two user segments studied have an unequal ratio in terms of 

population, the network effects should be affected as the importance and value of each new 

member in the different segments will not be the same. The estimation of the ratio between 

producers and distributors is that the former group is more than ten times larger than the latter 

(AlcoHola, 2022). In addition to this, as the custom in the industry is to give the distributor 

exclusive rights of a brand in a market (Locking effect), a producer would only need to find one 

counterpart in each market, while a distributor could in theory tie up any number of brands. In 

reality, the distributors in this study represented between 10-35 brands, compared to the 

producer side where the number of markets varied from 1-20. The complication of how the 

industry network is distributed will affect the recruitment process and the value that new users 

hold to the platform. To create high value for a producer, it is not enough to have ten 

distributors in one market or one distributor in ten markets, but the combination is what will add 

the most value to the service. For a distributor on the other hand, the pool of brand owners is by 

default much larger. Hence, properties of the producers, such as nationality or spirits segment, 

for example, will not play as a decisive part. 

Furthermore, networks effects are dependant of a platforms ability to first reach the critical mass 

constraint (Evans & Schmalensee, 2010). While the exact number of users needed to reach this 

constraint is hard to predict, this factor will have an impact on the pricing structure at an early 

stage in the platform lifetime and needs consideration, as it would in any industry. Also, 

exceeding of the critical mass constraint enables the platform owners to evolve their pricing 

strategy and add or change pricing objectives. In the beginning of the platform life cycle, the 

targeted user segments will both have to be actively recruited and attracted to the platform 

(Hagiu, 2014), giving low to no room to charge any of the segments for profit. However, as the 

platform grows, the bargaining power will be relocated depending on the growth rate (benefiting 

the owner of the platform) and the producer/distributor ratio (acknowledging the former 

mentioned imbalance) as the less prominent side could need extra persuasion to join and thereby 

become more price sensitive. This regression of bargaining power of the users then contributes 

to the monopolistic attributes of the platform (Evans & Schmalensee, 2013; Mancha & Gordon, 

2021). 
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Looking at Afuah’s (2013) network structures, a standard two-sided network will create the base 

for a platform service between distributors and producers in the spirits industry. The value of 

each new user will however most likely not be linear but skewed (in the favor of distributors) as 

the imbalance of the two-user segment is noticeable. Given the estimate of a 1:10 ratio of 

distributors to producers (AlcoHola, 2022), it is evident from the interviews that the bargaining 

power of distributors on pricing is higher as they would provide more value to a platform. 

Furthermore, due to this factor and regarding the growth of the platform, the authors argues that 

it is not reasonable to believe that the two segments will reflect each other in terms of number of 

users. This could imply that focusing on distributors as primary targets could increase the number 

of users of the platform more rapidly than the other way around. 

Another factor playing its part when it comes to the network effects is the difference of potential 

connections between producers and distributors. As a brand owner might possess multiple 

products and therefore a varying range of interest to a distributor, Afuah’s (2013) final network 

structure (see (c) in Figure 5), bridges actors to clusters of possible connections. Actors that 

connect to more correspondents are more valuable. One extra producer tied to the platform 

could possibly create hundreds of new potentials incentives for new connections due to a wide 

product catalogue. At the same time, a brand with >100 products will take the same amount of 

space as 100 single product brands, creating a complicated pricing situation internally in the 

producer’s segment. Comparing this to a distributor who only offers a specific market access, the 

segments contrast each other. Because of this it is appropriate to adapt the price to the size of the 

brand. This could for example manifest as a fee per stock keeping unit marketed on the platform. 

This heading covers how network effects are complicated in the spirits industry by the unequable 

ratio between producers and distributors and the importance of reaching the critical mass 

constraint. These factors are fundamental to consider not only from a pricing standpoint, but also 

from the perspective of platform development. 

5.2.3 Locking effects compromises activity on the platform 

During the interviews, two of the topics that recurred, namely exclusivity and agreements created 

the theme ‘Locking effects’. The exclusivity parameter has already been partly brought up under 

the discussion about network effects but will also be relevant in the next discussion which 

regards platform activity. Taking a step back to the Platform Canvas (Allweins, Proesch, & Ladd, 

2021), both the exclusivity parameter and the long-term agreements used in the industry will 

affect the Metrics section in a direct way as the of activity on the platform would be affected 

negatively. Straightforwardly, longer contracts amount to lesser time needed to spend 

coordinating new business affairs. Also, as the practice is to exclusively use one distributor in 

each market, this will further delimit connections to one per market. This implicates the most 

common function of a platform, which is coordination. Whether so it is worth mentioning that 

as the relation between producers and distributors still needs to be continuously maintained 

(according to the empirical findings), there are opportunities to engage users to improve activity. 

This concern ties back to the Platform Canvas (Allweins, Proesch, & Ladd, 2021) in the form of 

highlighting the importance of the design of both the Facilitation and the Interaction part to keep 

users active on the platform. This helps retain profits over time as value must be created on the 

site, making it dependent of maintaining interactions (Parker, van Alstyne, & Choudary, 2016). 
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Then, obviously the more the service will be used, the greater the opportunities will be for 

monetizing it. 

Lastly, another aspect emerging from the data collection that could be worth taking into 

consideration when talking about platform activity is that the producers’ segment often is the one 

contacting counterparts. This implies that producers would be more active on the platform. One 

could argue that the producers have more to gain from the platform as they might find an 

entrance to a new market, while distributors acquiring of a new brand will become ‘one in the 

crowd’.  Going by this, the side which benefits more (producers in this case) will be the one 

charged the most (Hagiu, 2014). This ties back to the aforementioned value of connecting new 

users in the distributors segment specifically as this will enhance the platform value more than 

growing the producer side. Thereby two points indicate that distributors are more price sensitive 

which means that they should be targeted in case of a subsidized pricing strategy (Daxhammer, 

Luckert, Doerr, & Bauernhansl, 2019). 

Under this heading we have argued for the importance of considering the complicated structure 

of the spirits industry when setting objectives for a pricing strategy. More specifically, the 

exclusivity and long-term prerequisites of contracts impose risks to the need for coordination. 

Additionally, we discuss the empirical findings that the producer segment normally is significantly 

more active in investing resources to find importer/distributors to expand to foreign markets. 

Per natural association, this points to the producer side being more aggressively targeted when 

monetizing the platform. 

5.2.4 The dilemma coming with digitizing the spirits industry 

Based on the data collection, there are both factors indicating the need of a higher level of 

digitization in the industry but also a hesitation against switching to a more digitized way of 

handling work within the producers-distributor business relation. Sacrificing traditional ways of 

doing business is not done in a trice as there are important values at risk of being left behind 

according to the stakeholders. One aspect that is hard to translate to a digital online setting with 

the help of a platform service are the so-called soft values presented under Individualization . 

Given that the personal touch and ‘offline’ interaction between counterparts are as a respondent 

stated “a cornerstone” in the business, switching to a system where relations are increasingly created 

and managed online will collide with this dynamic. For example, coordination would become 

more streamlined and have impact on resources invested into the overwhelming differentiation 

focus. Actors are for this reason hesitant to digitization as it could impose significant risks to 

personalized work methods contributing to successful differentiation focus strategies. 

On the other side, a majority of the interviewed subjects expressed a frustration and called for a 

more streamlined and consolidated mode of operation. As there is no established standard in the 

industry regarding multiple aspects such as contracts, the updating of sales data and means of 

communication, a gap exists of which a platform service could take advantage. Nonetheless, 

process streamlining would inevitably consolidate strategies (i.e., enable cost-leadership and 

differentiation) to match a broader customer range (Porter, 1985). A lot of resources are today 

locked into keeping operations going which negatively affects prospects of finding the right 

distributor in a new market or the perfect addition to the portfolio. Stakeholders therefore needs 

to be convinced that eventual profit losses that can come from decreasing the differentiation 
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focus should be compensated for in efficiency improvements. This could be an interesting topic 

to investigate in more detail in further research. 

Looking at the Competitive advantages of a platform service stated in the Competitive 

advantages section, a platform service can create an automated coordination process and cut time 

and cost between included parties (Ward, 2022). However, the question regarding how the 

personalized touch and the analog influences could be embedded needs to be investigated 

further. Perhaps the platform only needs to be seen as a complement to the more traditional way? 

If so, how can the system encapsulate the feeling of personality? This would be important to 

investigate in preparation for developing a platform as a key aspect to a successful platform 

service is to offer a solid value proposition to the user segment(s) (Hagiu, 2014). Finding ways of 

implementing soft values into platforms by incorporating it into the value creation needs 

attention. It simply cannot be stressed enough that the value proposition and knowledge of 

consumer base is, as forementioned, vital for any business and not least for a platform based one. 

Furthermore, some stakeholders in the interviews stated that there is a demand synchronizing 

procedures in the handling of producer-distributor relations. At the same time, hesitation against 

paying for the service, underlining the price sensitivity, and the need of allocating resources to 

implement it was brought up. This leads us to believe that, before reaching the critical mass 

constraint discussed above, an active recruitment of users to a platform is necessary in this type 

of industry. This is supported by Beimborn, Miletzki, & Wenzel (2011) as this would be part of 

what they state to be a strategic marketing and on-boarding plan needed from the launch of a 

platform service. Additionally, this could include personally reaching out and acquiring targeted 

users, helping in the set-up phase, and subsidizing prices, among other options.  

The spirits industry’s prerequisites for the success of a platform service are evidently the best, 

particularly because of the low level of digitization which has been the main topic of this 

headline. Suspicion of alternative working methods and innovations such as a platform creates 

social and technological barriers. This is based on a reluctance to digitize, which we discussed 

above, and is a threat to the establishment of platforms. Therefore, adaptation of the platform 

pricing strategy, appealing to stakeholders' wallets, could prove effectful, which is strengthened 

by positive input from the interviews. 

5.3 Platform pricing in the spirits industry 

In this next section of the analysis, we will continue discussing the second research question, 

“How will these market dynamics affect the pricing strategy of a business-to-business platform service?”. As part 

of this question is based on the results of the literature review, more specific correlations to the 

market dynamics presented and discussed under the previous headlines and established theory 

will be covered in this section. Implications and suggestions about how these interplay with each 

other together with what effect the spirits industry setting will have on the pricing strategy of a 

platform service will then be interpreted. 

5.3.1 Pricing strategy for a B2B platform service in the spirits industry 

From the literature review, it is evident that analysis of cost, competition, and demand aspects is 

essential to the development of a successful pricing strategy in any business (Avlonitis & 

Indounas, 2005). It is obvious that these three categories all influence the decision-making of a 
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business. However, the understanding of an industry setting facilitates a company’s ability to 

determine which category that is likely to be the driving force of a strategy. Previous research 

show that the driving category results from the pricing objective (Avlonitis & Indounas, 2005). In 

complex industries, such as service industries requiring high customization, cost-based methods 

can necessitate much needed profits. In other, strongly competition and consolidation driven 

industries, competitive aspects could be the main influence on pricing. Lastly, the consumer 

demand (or lack thereof) could be driving the price of a service to build a need or improve the 

perceived value of a service. Nonetheless, the categories serve as guidelines to understand key 

aspects of set strategies. 

So, what drives the strategy of a platform service? 

As digital platform services are web-based, and thus the result of software development, the cost 

aspect can naturally be secluded from prioritization as software development generally is seen as 

relatively inexpensive compared to other business investments. It is well known that practically, 

the establishing of, for example, automotive production operations or other types of businesses 

production operations require considerably more resources. Furthermore, the fact that the 

platform, most likely, will trend towards the general trend of aiming at an oligo- or monopolistic 

position in the industry (Evans, 2013; Eaton et al., 2015; Zhu & Iansiti, 2007) implies a resource 

commitment that does not expect to generate profits in the short term. Through this exclusion, 

the focus should therefore be on either competition or demand. 

Regarding competition, leveraging competitive advantages of a company is important to its 

success according to Porter (1985). The potential of network effects, digital efficiency parameters 

and multiple potential customer segments are three of the most prominent competitive leverage 

points for platform services (Ward, 2022). Thus, companies need to strive for an 'optimal value 

proposition' to compete (Grant & Neupert, 2003). As a service matures and strengthens its 

competitiveness, the commonality of price imitation is prevalent in most types of businesses, 

meaning that a price is set slightly above, under or at the same level of competitors. However, the 

authors could not find established theory supporting that it would be the same for B2B platform 

services. Although, there are many examples among established platform services in the B2C 

segment that seemingly imitate competitors. Examples of this are popular video streaming 

services such as Netflix, Disney Plus and HBO or music and podcast streaming services Spotify 

and Soundcloud. Also, as the consensus within the theory agrees on the monopolistic 

characteristics (Evans, 2013; Eaton et al., 2015; Zhu & Iansiti, 2007) of platform services, the 

competition within an industry (and their pricing) indicates how much consumers are willing to 

pay (Avlonitis & Indounas, 2005). In the spirits industry specifically, the authors could not find 

any particularly dominant platform service in the conducted market analysis, which was 

conducted when researching background to the industry. Some small to medium sized platforms 

were found but as the majority were one-sided platforms, they presumably do not impose a large 

threat to a two/multisided platform. We deduct from this that the competition aspect is unlikely 

to be the initially driving force of pricing a platform.  

Furthermore, as a platform that targets two or more customer segments, each segment will need 

customized pricing depending on the value proposition offered and price sensitivity of that 

specific user group, underlining the importance of price flexibility. Price sensitivity and flexibility 

are applicable to both B2C and B2B platforms but is particularly interesting for B2B. This is 
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mainly as B2B pricing generally is tailored to the customer to a higher extent than in B2C (Khan, 

Lewis, & Singh, 2009) which suggests that pricing of B2B platform services need to be highly 

dynamic. To be able to determine the price sensitivity of the different user segments, as well as 

within the segments, the market dynamics of the producer-distributor business relation needs to 

be considered. One aspect of this is, as described earlier, the price sensitivity differing between 

regions and markets where the industry’s high-end markets are less affected while smaller markets 

tend to have slimmer margins. Moreover, the imbalance between the two targeted user segments 

gives the distributors an upper hand as they become more valuable to attract due to the smaller 

pool of potential users. In addition to this, the potential value predominance towards the 

producer’s side discussed under Locking effects makes the case that if one side are to be 

subsidized, the distributors would be it. 

Continuing on this discourse, as the most established competitive advantage of a platform service 

is undisputedly the network effects (Hagiu, 2014), the pricing strategy needs to support the 

growth of the platform in the best viable way. This indicates the need for a demand-based pricing 

strategy as those objectives align with a network effect focus. As the platform grows, the user 

value increases depending on how the network interactions are set up. This requires the pricing 

strategy to be flexible so that price revisions can be made to expand the leveraging factors that 

the service providers impose. This promotes an adaptive and interchangeable pricing strategy in 

the initial stage of the service’s existence. However, as there is no large platform service in the 

spirits industry currently, it is difficult to judge a viable strategy based on the industry alone. 

Nonetheless, it is clear that successful platforms in other industries have focused heavily on 

network effects, which leads us to believe that this also applies in B2B industries, including the 

spirits industry. This is logical to assume as platforms revolve around coordinating different 

parties with each other leading to the platform being dependent on its users to facilitate 

coordination. It is impossible to deny that a platform does not function and hence cannot survive 

without a large number of users. Moreover, as a platform service in its nature will generate and 

gather substantial amounts of data when used (Ward, 2022), the value of users is 

multidimensional and grow exponentially. Getting a large base of customers early will thereby 

help create implications for rapid improvement, development, and profit generation of the value 

proposition.  

It is evident from the findings and the previous headline, ‘Market dynamics affecting pricing’, that 

the strong representation of differentiation focus strategies makes the spirits industry hard to 

study. It consists of very differentiated and niche groups of actors, all with arguably a high need 

for personal tailoring and adaptation. Differences in user segments, company size, targeted 

market, industry niche and other factors makes the customer group of the platform service 

disperse. These are factors that a service developer would have to recognize when creating and 

polishing their value proposition. 

Creating demand and finding opportunities to facilitate growth of the platform would be tied to 

one of two possible ways for the platform service to attract these organizations. Having a service 

offering that may be tailor to each customer’s specific needs would put high pressure on the 

capital liaison but benefit from the possibility to charge customers accordingly. Also, this would 

position the service as a differentiation focused strategy itself, which limits the customer breadth 

that can be reached (Porter, 1985). The other way will allow the service to offer a more generic 
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solution but instead logically limit the pricing to a lower fee in order to attract users. The level of 

service adaptability (i.e., advancement, depth, quality etc.) will provide for one major aspect 

affecting the pricing strategy. A low level of customization options naturally limits the possible 

monetization of the customer while a high level would facilitate an increased price setting. 

Meanwhile, the development can naturally not proceed forever, so a decision regarding the state 

of the platform at launch needs to be decided. Consequently, the launch state of the platform 

should aim at providing as high perceived quality as possible to be able to leverage both a faster 

growth rate as well as either a higher starting pricing, or a faster transition of the pricing to higher 

levels.  

This is further supported from the empirical findings as the consensus of the interviewees were 

concerned over digitized offerings being too general to not fit their operations, both in terms of 

compliance to their specific market from a legislative standpoint, as well as service compatibility 

with daily operations. This underlines the importance of understanding quality aspects of the 

service and tailoring them to the respective consumer segments. In other words, this further 

supports the adoption of a demand-based pricing strategy as it would guarantee that the pricing 

objectives stay focused on the consumer segments. Also, another aspect that would benefit from 

this is the digitization hesitancy of the spirits industry. As the majority of interviewees expressed 

the importance of personal meetings and analog work methods and how they are instrumental to 

their everyday business operations, an improved digitization attitude may prove to be important 

for a shift towards a more digital way of working in the industry. 

Moving on to another industry specific dynamic presented, the high level of taxation and tight 

regulation already limits the profits made in the industry and could affect the pricing of the 

platform as well. Targeted users in markets where these factors make the price sensitivity high, 

might be more cautious before investing time and money in a new service. On the other hand, 

these customers might be the one benefiting most of the service. Having a flexible pricing 

strategy has been proven crucial for platform services in general (Hagiu, 2014), and is even more 

important when targeting a B2B audience (Khan, Lewis, & Singh, 2009). Following the 

fragmentation and diversity of the spirits industry likewise implies the vitality of flexibility.  

From the literature review, Steur and Bayrle (2020) state that platform adoption follows an S-

curve. This means that to some extent it is possible to forecast important parameters for the 

platform. First, this stresses the need to expose the platform to early adopters, which is the key to 

exponential growth (Rogers, 1983). Second, a persistent regression of the pace of adoption will 

indicate that new innovation is necessary to create new adoption opportunities and thus renew 

the S-curve (Rogers, 1983). The second option is also a good warning signal that competitors 

may have released a new product or service, which drives the need for development. 

5.3.2 Proposed pricing strategy for a platform service in the spirits industry 

At the launch of a platform service, the first and most important pricing objective will be to 

generate traffic and users to the platform (Hagiu, 2014) . This is because more users progressively 

increase the value of the platform to other users (Afuah, 2013). Reaching the critical mass 

constraint is a critical target to facilitate continued leverage of network effects as well as system 

survival. Obviously, this will not come without effort at the preliminary stages of a platform 

service life cycle as the cost of acquiring users will exceed the possible monetization made from 
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it. From the empirical and theoretical findings, we therefore propose the pricing structure to be 

demand-based, meaning that pricing objectives such as market development, market share 

maximization and service quality leadership (Avlonitis & Indounas, 2005) are good options to 

consider when growing a platform. This is partly because of the demand-based pricing objectives, 

proposed by Avlonitis & Indounas (2005), better fitting the main objective of leveraging network 

effects. But potentially also partly because of the lack of competitors using platform based 

business models in the spirits industry. It is evidently not necessary to adopt pricing objectives 

based on competition initially as the spirits industry lacks (large) platform services. However, 

investigation into dynamics of industries that have active competitors could be valuable to the 

discourse. 

During the first phase of a platform launch, leveraging of the core qualities of the platform 

service is central as this displays the performance of the value proposition which makes it 

possible to target specific segments and markets to sequentially be more profitable. It is 

important to focus on early adopters of different localities in this phase as they have the greatest 

impact on positively impacting the spread (Rogers, 1983) of the platform. In other words, the 

platforms users benefit from a larger number of users within one specific market/segment, both 

in its own segment, but more importantly in the corresponding segment (Hagiu, 2014). However, 

given that a goal of a platform is naturally to become oligo-/monopolistic (Evans, 2013; Eaton et 

al., 2015; Zhu & Iansiti, 2007), a broad audience targeting could become counterproductive in the 

beginning as the user value is dependent on the ratio between the user segments. For the spirits 

industry, this means that the addition of users, needs to be proportional to the corresponding 

segment to optimize the value of the system to the users. We suspect that a resemblance of the 

‘real world ratio’ (i.e., ratio between total producers and distributors in the target market) is a 

reasonable target for the system. However, further research into whether systems should aim to 

recreate actual segment ratios is needed to determine whether this is a favourable decision. 

In the next phase, after the recruitment of early adopters, as the platform starts to grow more 

organically, the possibility of widening the scope of both customers and value offering should be 

prioritized. In other words, the resource allocation can be redistributed from primarily marketing 

and exposure efforts to accelerate the development and innovating of the platform. This relates 

to Rogers (1983) S-curve model as the development of the platform needs to be continuous to 

effectively use the data that the system generates as well as to stay ahead of competition. Also, 

considering that platform adoptions follow an S-curve according to Steur and Bayrle (2020), the 

increasingly steep growth of the platform signals the maturing of the platform. Meaning that the 

shift from phase one to two is possible. Enhancement of the value proposals of the platform 

through the addition of new, as well as polishing of old, features will be a constant challenge to 

the platform developers. It is therefore important to recognize when a resource re-allocation to 

step up the speed of development is necessary. As innovation is constant, the business mantra 

‘innovate or die’ stands true as attention throughout the service lifecycle is needed to retain 

profits. 

When the platform has established itself in the focal industry, opportunities for monetization will 

appear in multiple shapes, and this could be seen as the third phase. A platform with a solid 

customer base will be able to charge both groups of users, possible one more and the other 

depending on the price sensitivity of the segments. In the spirits industry, producers will 
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constitute for the majority of the users, making them a large base for generating income. As 

discussed throughout this chapter, the pricing strategy needs to be highly dynamic to be able to 

accommodate the industry actors. This refers both to a pricing strategy changing over time but 

also depending on industry segment, markets, and sizes of its customers. Charging users are only 

one way of monetizing on a platform service, there are several other aspects that the platform 

could leverage and monetize from. The more users and activity occurring on the platform, 

naturally the more attractive the platform becomes for advertisers, making an ad-based pricing 

strategy possible. Moreover, as a platform service gather and substantial amount of useful data, 

this is another potential source of income for the platform providers to take advantages of. 

Overtime, as a platform becomes consolidated and a standardized component within the 

industry, users develop a dependency of the service which create opportunities to elevate prices 

further, especially in a user-based pricing strategy. 

These proposed stages presented have been adjusted to the studied industry and the market 

dynamics in it. However, looking at other industries with similar prerequisites (e.g., high level of 

differentiation focus, low level of competitive platform services and a similar platform setting) 

the same phases should be applicable. 
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6 Conclusions 

The key points of the analysis and discussion is summarized in this section and is then followed by an outline of the 

practical and theoretical implications and their effects on the study and future research. 

With innovation driving development for centuries, information technology now plays an integral 

role in furthering its capability (Daxhammer, Luckert, Doerr, & Bauernhansl, 2019). This has 

since given birth to the business model of platform-based services which has seen promising 

success in a number of industries (Loux, Aubry, Tran, & Baudoin, 2020). These (successful) 

platforms tend to be driven towards mono- or oligopolistic positions in their markets, making 

them evident attractive business opportunities. As a result of this tendency, platforms particularly 

benefit from first mover advantages (Evans & Schmalensee, 2013; Mancha & Gordon, 2021). 

Additionally, as part of a platform’s strategy, the pricing plays an important role in a platform's 

success as it directly affects both the adoption rate as well as the profit margin. Pricing strategies 

are constructed of constellations of pricing objectives targeting cost, competition, or demand, 

having a dominant factor driving the focus of the strategy (Avlonitis & Indounas, 2005; Avlonitis 

& Gounaris, 2005; Banton, 2021). This could in other words be described as appointing a main 

objective of the strategy that takes precedence. 

The purpose of this study has been to contribute to the academic B2B platform discourse 

through investigation of a focal market, namely the spirits industry. Thereby the authors have 

researched market dynamics and in extension their possible effects on pricing strategies of 

platform services in the industry. 

Starting from the first research question, which regards the identification of market dynamics for 

platform services targeting producers and distributors in the spirits industry, this study can 

conclude five significant market dynamics from the empirical data. Firstly, the industry’s high 

differentiation focus, which means that it is a fragmented and niche market, pressures the 

flexibility of services and consequently their pricing strategies. Secondly, high taxes and complex, 

expanded regulations for each market makes legislative barriers a resource-consuming obstacle 

that dampers the expansion and scaling of market actors. Thirdly, the producer to distributor 

business relation is influenced by what this study labels as locking effects. This means that 

agreements between parties in general stretch over a long period of time and generally include the 

exclusive right to sell a brand in a specific market. Consequently, the importance of reliable and 

prosperous business partners is critical. The fourth market dynamic is based on the 

individualization of customer relationship management. Industry stakeholders evidently put a 

high value on receiving personal service from their partners and appreciate traditional analog 

modes of f working and communicating. Lastly, the fifth market dynamic presented in this study 

regards the level of digital maturity in the industry, which is ambivalent. Although the industry 

today calls for more standardized and digitized ways of working, the common hesitance towards 

innovation increases the difficulty for innovators to implement change in the industry. 

Moreover, referring to the second research question, the study has investigated how the market 

dynamics will be affecting the pricing strategy of a platform in this particular industry. Based on 

the literature review and the market dynamics presented in the study has exposed several 

concerns regarding a potential pricing strategy. The spirit's industry has up till today no major 

active platforms which obviously limits the supply and availability of services of this kind. 
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Coordination, which is at the core of a platform’s value, of consumer segments is therefore 

managed analogously. This draws the deduction that a competition-based pricing approach is 

invalid. In relation to this, a software-based service has the advantage of being relatively cheap in 

the development phase, implying limited stress from cost. This leads us to believe that demand-

based pricing strategies, with pricing objectives set to optimize market development, market 

share maximization and service quality leadership are good options to consider when growing a 

platform. 

Furthermore, the authors suspect that the overwhelming strategic deployment of differential 

focus strategies in the industry will force the pricing strategy of platform services, and possibly a 

broader range of digitized utilities, to be highly dynamic. A flexible pricing strategy would 

facilitate both the growth of the platform and monetization conversions that improves the 

bottom line. For a platform service to grow, initiatives that leverage network effects are key and 

we believe that this should be the main objective when launching, as this would make it possible 

to rapidly gain users in all segments. Naturally, as the ratio between producers and distributors is 

uneven in the spirits industry, consideration is needed when developing the PCVPS and when 

pricing the different segments. More specifically, this is because the two user segments differ in 

their value to the platform (per one user) while concurrently extracting distinct benefits from it. 

Based on this aspect, together with that the producer segment is larger and more active, the 

authors suspects that a pricing strategy subsidizing the distributor segment could be superior. 

Moreover, the importance of considering the complicated structure (tying back to the long-term 

and exclusivity of agreements, etc.) of the spirits industry will affect how the pricing objectives 

are decided. This factor paired with the level of hesitation in the industry to move to a more 

digitized way of operating, will challenge the plausible price level of a service in favour of the 

users. 

Accordingly, the authors propose three phases in the progression of a platform’s potential 

evolvement. In the first phase, the growth of the platform is prioritized, and network effects are 

leveraged through low or no fees targeting of consolidated segments (i.e., segments with higher 

value/user). As the platform’s growth indicate the exponential upslope of Roger’s (1983) S-curve, 

the scope of targeted user and value offering can be extended in order to capture a larger market 

share. It is vital to the second stage that resources need to be invested into considerable 

development of the platform to both retain and attract a broader clientele. Then, after the 

platform has been established, and the value offering is cemented monetization can be become 

prioritized. The assessment of whether the platform is mature enough to be more aggressively 

monetized can reasonably be helped by examining the critical mass constraint. 

6.1 Practical implications 

This study contributes with identification of industry-specific market dynamics as well as an 

analysis of appropriate choices of pricing strategy for platform providers. As the focus of the case 

study is the spirits industry, contributions are potentially restricted to this setting. However, it is 

expected to be generalizable to similar contexts, i.e., industries that have the same, overlapping or 

resembling market dynamics. The authors speculate that industries that are either characterized 

by stakeholders predominantly choosing the application of differentiation focus strategies, or 

industries lacking adequate establishment of platform technologies to be good starting points. 

Further on this note, it is therefore meaningful to test the results in other industries to add 
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credibility to the results through verification of the generalizability of the results. Additionally, 

expansion of this study’s research within the spirits industry could prove valuable to gain further 

insights into other stakeholder perspectives. This should not least be done to reduce the research 

bias as it rationally is confined to the case company environment. 

Furthermore, although the findings and conclusions of the study is logically primarily relevant to 

platform providers, it could, potentially, be valuable to other stakeholders in the industry. The 

reason for the authors to suspect this is as the result of the empirical data being exclusively 

collected from senior executives in the industry. In being so this provides precision, relevance, 

and significance to the findings that could be valuable to explore for stakeholders other than 

platform providers. In other words, the data is both reliable and up-to-date, which is why, both in 

combination with the analysis or individually, it can be used for many purposes. 

As the result of this study suggests, demand-based pricing strategies are expected to be the 

likeliest course of action facilitating success for platform providers in the spirits industry. 

However, as this study does introduce readers to competing pricing alternatives and briefly cover 

their impact, the potential for competing strategies should not be neglected as pricing strategies 

continuously evolves. With the help of this study, the spirits industry can accelerate their 

digitization and strengthen their long-term prosperity. In practical terms, this means that 

entrepreneurs with an interest in developing a platform service in the spirits industry should 

follow the three phases mentioned above. In this way, they can initially promote the growth of 

the platform, which characterizes the first phase. After that, it is necessary to innovate and 

develop technical aspects in order to capture the interest of new customers as well as retain 

customers. Finally, in the third phase, the provider may consider its monetization options. By 

following the proposed phases, conditions are created for progressive development through 

innovation, which contributes to the exponential adoption rate of an S-curve. 

6.2 Theoretical implications 

From a theoretical perspective this study contributes on multiple levels within the field of digital 

platform services, but also regarding pricing strategy and supplier-buyer relations (as described in 

this study as producer-distributor relations). The study has aimed to explore new ground as 

research using a case study setting targeting digital platforms previously has been limited. 

Furthermore, the B2B focus regarding digital platform has been overlooked compared to B2C, 

creating a demand for case studies in the field. This especially applies to studies who are not in an 

ex-post setting of a success story, which is typical in the established literature. This study thereby 

has a general theoretical contribution of being an exploratory study in a pre-launch setting and 

targeting new platform services in a low digitized industry.  

As the nature of this study has been qualitative, exploration of what market dynamics exist, 

paired with analysis of how these affect the pricing of a platform, has been the focal point of the 

study. The conclusions made both build on, and supports, earlier referenced work tied to the 

field of research. Given the results of this study, the theoretical implication that can be drawn to 

support a dynamic and flexible approach of a platform service's pricing strategy in a B2B setting. 

The analyze between the empirical finding and the established theory have created indication of 

that differentiated industries calls for more adaptable service offering and thereto dynamic 
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pricing. A connection of general B2B pricing theory and platform pricing is made in the study, 

arguing that this setting needs an even more adaptable strategy.  

Market dynamics presented in this study contributes to a more in-depth understanding of the 

buyer-supplier relation in this specific industry and in extension lays ground for an appropriate 

value offering. The value proposition offer is fundamental for any platform, so too in the sprits 

industry. To launch a successful platform service targeting B2B, value proposition and customer 

knowledge is key aspect as the literature already states. In addition, the authors argues that a 

larger focus when researching platform pricing should be put on factors influencing network 

effects. Allowing network effects to prosper are decisive for any platform service to succeed, so 

to in a B2B setting. Moreover, a discussion regarding whether the real ratio between different 

segments participating in a platform is and should be mirrored in the service is lifted and the 

authors imply that this is reasonable but need further research. Additionally, this study implies 

that the pricing of a digital platform service in a low-competitive industry should be demand-

based as cost and competition both have limited impact, which builds on the literature presented 

in the study. 

Finally, as the sample size has been limited and a niche industry targeted, the results can most 

likely not be generalized. What the authors suggest is that this study can be used as a 

steppingstone for further research with a more quantitative approach. In other words, the 

explorative nature of this study can accelerate future research into case specific B2B platforms to 

help advance this theoretical field. In addition to this, if multiple case studies were to be 

conducted in a similar approach, these could eventually be compared and analyzed to draw more 

general conclusion to the theoretical field. 

6.3 Future Research 

The result in this study has demonstrated and presented different important market dynamics in 

the spirits industry and how these are predicted to affect the pricing strategy of an online B2B 

platform. As this study has been of a qualitative nature, with an exploratory approach, the factors 

found and parameter analysed in this study could lay ground for quantitative study within the 

same field, as mentioned under Research design. A quantitative study would allow to 

systematically test the conclusions made and explore if any generalizations could be rendered. 

Doing a quantitative study in the same industry or with a similar setting would naturally build on 

the research made in this. However, another interesting approach to consider in further research 

is taking the developer’s perspective in an industry where B2B platform services has already been 

established. With this direction a more practical insight on how market dynamics affects the 

pricing strategy could be attained. Investigating what decisions regarding pricing objectives, and 

timing of change in the pricing structure, in successful B2B platform cases would create for 

complementary insights. 

Furthermore, there are several specific questions and topics found throughout this study that 

could be focal in future research. As the spirits industry has a lot of actors working with a 

differentiation focus, how would a platform offering a not so differentiated service be able to 

capture market share? Is there a correlation between these factors? Is it possible to capture a 

differentiated market without a differentiated platform? In addition to these questions, the 

authors suspect that any profit losses from moving to a less differentiated mode of operation due 
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to a platform would need to be compensated in terms of efficiency improvement(s). Whether or 

not this is the case, the extent of potential platform clients’ willingness to sacrifice their business 

model to implement a platform based is intriguing. 

Moreover, this study suspects that the ratio of a platform service will mirror the reality of the 

ratio of the connected user segment. In the spirits industry, this would call for a 10 times larger 

user base of producers (as the ratio is 1:10). Exploring whether this can be confirmed through 

quantitative measures is needed. Additionally, research into this phenomenon in other industries 

is interesting. From this, findings could determine whether systems should aim to recreate actual 

segment ratios.  

6.4  Ex-post ethical reflections 

Given the result of this study, we recognize that this study potentially will contribute to the 

acceleration of digitizing the spirits industry. From this, a social implication concerns workers 

with less education that can be terminated from their current job positions as the industry 

becomes more digitization intensive. However, we believe that the phasing out of a certain type 

of job shifts the need to new services that are emerging. If so, the accelerated state of digitization 

could potentially contribute to an increased average education level of the general population as 

to conform to the increased requirement of education to fill the new job positions. 

Moreover, we are determined to believe that an increased degree of digitization has numerous 

positive impacts on the industry and its stakeholders. Quality of life aspects is for example 

reduction of manual labour and business travels contrasted with increased hybrid work, 

promoting both ecological and social sustainability. 

Lastly, we want to take notice of the potential contribution of this study to mono- or oligopolistic 

industry dynamics. This is because of what is pointed out in the established literature of platform 

service dominance. As our study supplies platform stakeholders with conclusions on how to 

succeed more easily, this could imaginably have negative impact on the competition of the 

industry. This would in extension cause both economic and social damage if companies are 

declared bankrupt. 
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Appendix A – Interview Guide for Producers and Distributors 

Below the reader can find the interview guides which has been the guidance framework for the authors when 

conducting the semi-structured interviews of the study. To ensure consistency and relevant answers, the questions to 

the different customer segments mimic each other with minor terminological and contextual deviations. At the end of 

each interview guide, a glossary covering complicated terminologies of the interview guide is presented. 

Consumer segment interview guides: Producers and Distributors 

The following interview guide uses four dissimilar categories of questions to facilitate 
constructive responses. The most important category is the main questions (MQ) which are 
designed specifically to provide data related to the research questions of the study. To help 
control the interviews, support questions (SQ) provide a basis for topics within the main question 
areas that can be looked closer into if the time constraint allows. As a subcategory to the support 
questions, the follow-up questions (FQ) function is to further help the interviewer steer the talk 
within the SQ topic. Lastly, as the first section of the interviews is an introductory section, these 
questions have their own category of introductory questions (IQ). To further help the 
interviewers, a note function (‘note:’) is used to remind them of the planned direction before a 
section. 

All interviews will require answers to the MQs and IQs, having the SQs and FQs facilitating 
interview flow and depth potential. Also, the designated time of each section can be found within 
parentheses after each section. The designated time frame for each topic provides at least 2 
minutes of response time to each main question, and 2 minutes (within each section) of response 
time to support questions. However, as the main questions are more important, it is possible to 
extend the response time of the main questions and ‘steal’ time from the support questions (i.e., 
some interviews could not include support questions or follow-up questions at all). 

At the end of the interview guide, a glossary covering important terminologies is presented which 
purpose is to help facilitate correct and consistent answers to respondents' questions to 
particularities of questions. 

Glossary: 
Business intelligence - technology-driven process for analyzing and keeping track of sales data including stock 
level, depletions, purchase/sales forecast, etc. Used as support for decision-making in the market strategy. 
Market strategy - a plan for reaching consumers and turning them into customers of their products or services and 
keeping them relevant on established markets. 
Distribution strategy - the plan of which distributors sell their connected producers’ products in a market and 
bring them to customers or end-users. 
Expansion Strategy - the plan for entering new markets, finding new distributors/producers/partners, and 
establishing contact.  
Turnover - refers to the company's total revenue per year (in the case of 2021), different from profit as the 
expenditure is not included. 
Distributor - a partner that producers/brand owners use to help sell and distribute their product in a market. 
Producers - Producers or brand owners are merged into one segment representing the side of the market creating 
brands and products. 
Brand growth - long-term growth of the brand in terms of market share. 
CRM - Customer relationship management, administration of customers and customer relationships in a 
company, keeping track of what has been said to whom. 
Marketing management system - a system for tracking activity plan, budget, goal follow-up regarding the 
marketing strategy
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Interview Guide - Producers 

 
Introductory section 

IQ1: Briefly introduce yourself, your company, and what you do in your role at the company. 
 

Marketing strategy 

MQ1: What is your current marketing strategy? How do you enable your brand/s to be 
sold in a market? 

 
SQ1: To what extent do you administer information about your company and your products online? What is your 
impression of this? (Product/brand owner/distributor descriptions) 
 
SQ2: Does business intelligence play an important role in your current operations? (BI includes sales data, stock levels, 
depletions, purchase/sales forecast, etc.) 

FQ1: If yes, do you handle all BI in-house or is it provided to you through a service? 
FQ2: How many resources do you allocate for keeping track of sales, stock levels, etc., if doing it in-house?  

 
SQ3: What are the main means of communication between you and your partners? How do you update agreements 
and track tasks etc.?  

FQ3: What is your stance on centralizing this function? 
 

MQ2: What dynamics influence your pricing strategy? 
 
SQ4: Do you have explicit pricing objectives? 
 
SQ5: How does product pricing differ in different regions? 
 

Expansion strategy  
MQ3: How do you find (and connect) with new distributors? Could you explain the 
process? 

FQ4: Do you have one distributor per nation/region or is it split? 
FQ5: If one, how do you choose this one distributor? 
FQ6: How long are your current distribution contracts? Do you prefer long- or short-term contracts? 

 
SQ4: How do you sustain established business relationships with distributors? 
 

MQ4: Which are the top 5 countries in the European market and what would you be 
prepared to invest to get your brand into these within 2 years? What would your budget 
be? 

 

MQ5: What are the most time-consuming and costly aspects when entering new markets? 

FQ7: Please elaborate on the resource intensity of finding new distributors. 
 

Note: Looking at the market, we understand many actors offer the service of brand growth. 
SQ5: How involved do you want to be in the growth of your brand? How involved are you today?  
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Interview Guide - Distributors 

 
Introductory section  
IQ1: Briefly introduce yourself, your company, and what you do in your role at the company. 
 

Distribution strategy 

MQ1: What is your current distribution strategy? How do you enable your brand(s) to be 
sold in a market? 

 
SQ1: To what extent do you administer information about your company and your products online? What is your 
impression of this? (Product/brand owner/distributor descriptions) 
 
SQ2: Does BI play an important role in your current operations? (BI includes sales data, stock levels, depletions, 
purchase/sales forecast, etc.) 

FQ1: If yes, do you handle all BI in-house or is it provided to you through a service? 
FQ2: How many resources do you allocate for keeping track of sales, stock levels, etc., if doing it in-house?  

 
SQ3: What are the main means of communication between you and your partners? How do you update agreements 
and track tasks etc.? What is your stance on centralizing this function? 
 

MQ2: What dynamics influence your pricing strategy? 
 
SQ4: Do you have explicit pricing objectives? 
 
SQ5: How does product pricing differ in different regions? 
 

Expansion strategy 

MQ3: How do you connect to new brands/producers? Could you explain the process? 

FQ3: How many brands do you represent?  
FQ4: How long are your current distribution contracts? Are these exclusive? 
FQ5: How do you choose which brands to work with? 

 
SQ6: What resources do you put in finding new and sustaining established relations with producers? 
 

MQ4: What are the most time-consuming and costly aspects when establishing new 
cooperation with producers? 

FQ6: Please elaborate on the resource intensity of finding new brands/producers 


