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Why Does Platform Governance Fail? An Empirical Study Based on Government and

Digital Platform Enterprises

Song Kaiye
(School of Political Science and Public Administration, Shandong University,
Qingdao 266237, P.R.China)

Abstract: The prevailing view in the international community is that government-promoted platform
governance aims to facilitate the achievement of governance objectives through the interaction of data
resources among multiple stakeholders. Both scholars and practitioners have shown considerable
interest in the benefits that digital platform-based governance can bring to government operations. A
substantial body of research highlights the notable outcomes of government-promoted platform
governance. However, relatively few studies have systematically examined the difficulties that platform
governance encounters. In the empirical context of China’s platform governance, a similar phenomenon
can be observed: on the one hand, grassroots governments frequently construct a large number of
government digital platforms to deliver public services; on the other hand, many of these digital
platforms fail to achieve their expected outcomes, instead giving rise to problems such as duplicate
construction and resource waste. This raises a critical question: why does platform governance fail?

This paper constructs an analytical framework of platform governance structure to address this
question. The framework comprises three dimensions. First, the prerequisite for platform
governance to function is whether digital platforms can effectively connect different stakeholders.
Second, the effectiveness of platform governance depends on whether data resources can flow freely
among different actors, which determines whether the various elements involved in platform
governance can operate effectively. Third, the effectiveness of platform governance also depends on
whether different stakeholders can develop a shared overarching set of values.

Building on this analytical framework, the study draws on multiple data sources to enhance its
validity and robustness. Fieldwork and participatory observation were conducted across various
government agencies and digital platform enterprises. Based on field data, the study reveals that
platform governance involves complex power structures among different regulatory actors, which
suppress effective participation and connectivity among these actors. The control of boundary
resources by different actors also undermines the effectiveness of platform governance. Furthermore,
platform governance follows a logic of distributed value creation, which paradoxically gives rise to a
more centralized value capture model. This model tends to prioritize a mindset of “platform
competition” over “platform cooperation,” thereby generating new governance challenges.

This study enriches the literature on platform governance in government contexts. It reveals that
platform governance involves complex power and value relationships that, in practice, disrupt
different actors’ sense of participation and thereby undermine governance effectiveness. The
practical implications of this study are as follows. First, under government guidance, multiple
stakeholders should establish an institutional framework characterized by mutual collaboration and
incentive compatibility, so as to stimulate the participation motivation of various actors in the
platform governance process. Second, mechanisms for the sharing and joint utilization of boundary
resources should be innovated. Third, a value orientation for platform governance centered on
responsiveness to public needs should be established.

Keywords: Platform governance; Platform enterprises; Platform competition; Platform cooperation
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