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Introduction

Social media platforms are among the world’s most profitable businesses and their
digital advertising revenues depend considerably on partnerships. Business alliances
have become endemic to the advertising market because of its inherent fragmentation:
each industry player has a particular role in the digital supply chain while only a handful
of players have multiple roles, establishing networks of co-dependence. This is
especially the case for the growing ecosystem of programmatic advertising, where ads
and audience commodities are automatically traded and served across media
distribution channels and geographic regions in mere milliseconds through real-time
bidding auctions of ‘dizzying computational and organizational complexity’ (Alaimo and
Kallinikos, 2018: 110). The current global digital advertising market comprises
thousands of interconnected platforms and is projected to be $333 billion, in which
programmatic advertising accounts for the vast majority (84.5% or more) of total
revenue. Social media platforms are uniquely positioned within this complex ecosystem
because they play a significant role on both the demand and supply sides of the
advertising market. Despite its significance, we do not know enough about the structure
of the digital advertising market, how it relates to social media, and the dependence on
partnerships and partner integrations.

Business-facing application programming interfaces (APIs) are at the heart of the
(programmatic) advertising ecosystem. They facilitate the software development and
integration work that is necessary to make programmatic advertising ‘work’ at a large
scale. Access to these business software tools is typically governed through partner
programmes. Social media platforms form strategic business partnerships through
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partner programmes, which attract advertisers, business partners, media publishers,
and content creators. Industry players depend on these partnerships with social media
to gain privileged programmatic (API) access to social media advertising tools,
products, and services — and their massive data audiences — via these business-facing
software tools.

Approach

This paper considers the significance of business partnerships in the establishment of
co-dependence relationships in the social media ecosystem to understand how partners
mediate and shape platform power. Partners contribute to the ongoing process of
‘platformisation’ — the technological extension and economic growth of digital platforms,
transforming markets, industries, and societal domains (Helmond, 2015; Helmond et al.,
2019; Poell et al., 2019; van der Vlist and Helmond, 2021) — through their collective
development of business-to-business platform infrastructures that extend the social
media ecosystem. Partners are powerful industry players with ‘their own interests,
business models, and bottom lines’ while remaining relatively invisible to consumers
(Braun, 2013: 127) but remain underexplored in the literature on platformisation and
platform power. The complexity of this ecosystem, with its specialised terminology and
constantly changing structure, poses challenges to regulators and lawmakers, which
mostly focus on consumer markets (van Dijck et al., 2019). Nonetheless, this paper
identifies key public business partnerships and partner integrations that comprise this
global ecosystem.

We trace and visualise the partner relationship networks of the 20 most-used social
media. We analyse which relationships exist, which are exclusive or shared, and identify
key ‘nodes’ of power in this ecosystem (Broughton Micova and Jacques, 2020). Industry
players, through partnerships and the software integrations they build, integrate social
media platforms with what we call the audience economy — a complex global and
interconnected marketplace of business intermediaries involved in the creation,
commodification, analysis, and circulation of data audiences for digital advertising and
marketing.

The empirical analysis is based on platforms’ public partner directories. We extracted
the names and details for each partner using custom-built scrapers to derive a
structured dataset with all these partners’ names, descriptions, logos, URLs,
specialities, industries, countries, languages, service types, goals, and pricing models.
Next, we focus on the partners categorised as data intermediaries. We found and
scraped another 50 partner directories, listing 9,941 additional partnerships and
integrations, and extracted all names and details. By combining both datasets, we gain
a sense of the entire audience economy as it relates to social media through
organisational partnerships and through technological (API-based) partner integrations.

Findings
We suggest several ways in which partners and the platform infrastructure they build

mediate and shape platformisation and the implications for platform power. First,
partners develop data-sourcing and media distribution infrastructures. Second, any



partner creates value not just for one platform but for the entire ecosystem and all its
members by connecting and integrating the different ends of the audience economy.
Third, platform infrastructures for data-sourcing and media distribution developed by
partners are typically programmable and programmatic. The affordances of
programmatic and programmable infrastructure are controlled through distinct
governance strategies for app development and for business and marketing
development (additionally governed through partnerships).

We find that partnerships are significant in mediating the impacts of social media in
different markets and industries worldwide, particularly through key players in
advertising and marketing-related areas. As such, we note that platform power is about
more than market or monopoly power alone. Partnerships are endemic and essential to
the advertising business of digital platforms. Partners expand the collection, use, and
integration of audience data in other industry platforms, services, domains, and
industries. As a result, platform power is not just held by a single platform but is in part
mediated by partners and dispersed into the platform ecosystem, where governance
and control are exercised through infrastructure and partnership agreements.

Business and data partnerships establish and govern the preferred pathways (e.g.
digital supply chains) and ‘nodes’ of connectivity in this ecosystem, which yields
strategic and infrastructural power to a handful of social media and industry platforms.
In this, business-facing APls have an important gateway function and serve as a source
of infrastructural control for platform owners. These partners represent diverse types of
audience intermediaries with distinct business models predicated on privileged access
to social media’s audience data and marketing and advertising services. Additionally,
the prevalence of partnerships between audience intermediaries means that it is
exceptionally difficult, if not impossible, to trace the origins and flow of audience data
throughout the ecosystem.

The mediation of platform power takes many different forms: from cooperation with
digital platforms (e.g. partnerships, integrations, revenue-sharing deals, etc.) to forms of
resistance (e.g. industry partnership alliances, open standards, advertising boycotts,
etc.). Partnerships simultaneously make data widely accessible and exclusive, while
also making it more difficult for new competitors to participate because of the
consolidation of strategic and infrastructural power. Furthermore, firms acquire and
leverage these forms of power through mergers and acquisitions, whereby they inherit
existing partnerships and partner integrations.
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