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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Keywords: The rapid integration of digital platforms into urban life has given rise to the concept of platform urbanism,
Platform urbanism highlighting the co-constitutive relationship between cities and platforms. While platform urbanism has emerged
Platformization

as an important approach for understanding contemporary cities, the field lacks a robust comparative
perspective. To address this gap, we synthesize comparative approaches from platform studies and urban studies
to outline a typology of comparative lenses for examining the co-constitution of platforms and cities. We identify
three key broad comparative approaches: cross-city comparison of platforms, cross-platform comparison within
cities, and simultaneous comparison across both platforms and cities. For each dimension, we propose four
analytical approaches: genetic, generative, connective, and integrative comparisons. This yields a 12-cell matrix
of comparative strategies, each illuminating different aspects of how platforms and cities shape one another. We
illustrate these approaches with examples from short-term rental platforms. The framework highlights under-
studied areas, particularly the need for more cross-platform comparisons within cities and comparisons across
both platforms and cities simultaneously. The proposed comparative lens enables a more nuanced understanding
of how diverse platforms interact with varied urban contexts to produce distinct socio-spatial outcomes. This
framework lays the groundwork for future comparative research to unpack the complex dynamics of platform

Comparative analysis
Comparative urbanism
Airbnb

urbanism across contexts.

1. Introduction

A growing scholarship on platform urbanism (Barns, 2020) has
highlighted how digital platforms in recent years have become an in-
tegral component of urban life, acting as mediators in urban ecosystems
in ways that reshape everything from transportation and housing to data
governance and public services. The notion “platform urbanism” sug-
gests that platforms have become so tightly intertwined with urban life
as to be co-constitutive of urbanity—part of the very elements and
building-blocks from which urban place is produced (Couldry & Hepp,
2018; Tornberg & Uitermark, 2022). As the code of these platforms seep
into the city, these platforms often blur the line between the spatial and
the digital (Gordon et al., 2011; Graham & Zook, 2013; Kitchin & Dodge,
2014). Cities are increasingly structured and governed by the largely
invisible infrastructures and data flows of platforms like OpenGov, Cit-
ymart, CommunityViz and CyPT (Latour et al., 1998), and experienced
through the interfaces of platforms like Google Maps, WeChat, Face-
book, Uber, Rappi, and Jumia. At the same time, these platforms depend
upon and are defined by their urban context: the ostensibly same

platform may have profoundly different uses and implications — from
Accra to Geneva, Hongkong to Visby.

Platform urbanism refers to ‘urban development and urban life
facilitated by a growing number of digitally-enabled, socio-technical
assemblages that engender new kinds of social, economic and political
intermediations’ (Caprotti et al., 2022, p.4). It is disciplinarily situated
at the intersection between platform studies and urban studies, exam-
ining how the public realm is produced across the city and the media
(McQuire, 2017; Rodgers et al., 2009), how places and networks are
redefined through the use of social media and mobile phone applications
(Halegoua, 2020; Lane, 2018), and how social media reflect and rein-
force urban inequality (Boy & Uitermark, 2017; Zukin et al., 2017).
Platforms are simultaneously understood as new sites where urbanity is
produced, and as inextricably interwoven with the fabric of urbanity
itself. To study the digital city, we must hence study the diverse range of
interrelated platforms with which it is co-constitutive (Barns, 2020;
McQuire, 2017).

Yet, while platform urbanism has emerged as an important new
approach to understanding contemporary urbanity, there is as yet no
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systematic reflection on comparative approaches to platform urbanism.
As has been long argued, the comparative lens is crucial for drawing
findings that can be generalized outside specific contexts, to generate
theoretical and conceptual innovation, and to move beyond the North/
South binary (Robinson, 2022). While the two fields from which plat-
form urbanism draws — platform studies and urban studies — both have
comparative traditions which contribute important insights, we will
argue that neither of these approaches suffice on their own for under-
standing the co-constitutive processes of platform urbanism. On one
side, comparative urban studies has yet to consider the implications of
platformization, and on the other, platform studies has had limited
comparative engagement with the role of urban context.

To address this gap, this paper seeks to outline a comparative
approach to platform urbanism, by bringing into conversation compar-
ative perspectives within the two fields. While globalization holds a
central position within platforms studies, the field, mainly focused on
Nation-State logics (Matassi & Boczkowski, 2023), remains nascent
when it comes to geographical comparative perspectives. While com-
parison has a rich tradition within urban studies, the diversity of types
and logics of digital platforms pose challenges to the literature on
comparative urbanism. Platforms can be understood as new spaces
within which the city is produced, suggesting the need for comparative
perspectives that study the city across platforms to understand the
affordances and cultures of platforms co-shape urban life. We hence
draw on the longer comparative literatures from urban studies and
emerging perspectives within platform studies to outline a comparative
platform urbanism. Our core argument is that comparative platform ur-
banism is needed to grasp the full extent and the various ways in which
platforms are today crucial drivers in the production of urban space. It is
essential to distinguish between different comparative approaches, as
each offers distinct epistemological orientations and analytical poten-
tials, and doing so can moreover help reveal potential blind spots of the
existing literature. Mapping comparative platform urbanism, as we do in
this article, is a step towards future platform urbanism studies that seek
to move beyond single case-studies or local comparison towards an
urban theory in the age of platforms.

The article is structured in three parts. First, we begin by briefly
reviewing the field of platform urbanism, and the growing implications
of platforms in urban life. We then turn to assembling the building
blocks of which we will develop a comparative approach to platform
urbanism. We examine the role of comparison in platform studies, which
has grown in importance in recent years. We then describe the role of
comparison in urban studies, showing the potential and limits of current
engagement with issues of digitalization and their impact on the di-
mensions and methods of urban comparison. Building on these blocks,
we then seek to bring these literatures into dialogue, outlining a
comparative platform urbanism that accounts for the connections
among platforms and cities in a globalized digital world.

1.1. Platform urbanisms

Urban studies research on digital platforms derives from a vast
literature on smart cities, which has attracted a significant amount of
work since 2000. 15 years later, it seemed clear to many researchers that
the rise of platforms, driven by private actors, was a more structuring
effect of digitalization than the globalized but often empty (Wiig, 2015)
rhetoric of the smart city driven by local governments (Barns, 2020;
Caprotti et al., 2022; Soderstrom & Mermet, 2020). Platform urbanism
builds on the smart city by leveraging data-centered intermediations to
reconfigure urban systems and relationships (van Dijck et al., 2018).
This reflects a shift in contemporary capitalism, where data has become
central to economic organization, and platforms act as key mechanisms
for structuring social and economic activity (Murillo et al., 2017; Srni-
cek, 2017; van Dijck, 2021). Large corporations like Amazon, Alibaba,
Facebook, and Google exemplify platform capitalism, extracting and
exploiting data from consumers while enabling new forms of
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intermediation (Langley & Leyshon, 2017).

While digitalization does not necessarily imply platformization,
platformization does imply digitalization, as platforms rely on digital
infrastructures—such as cloud computing, geolocation, sensor net-
works, and mobile applications—to operate within cities. These in-
frastructures create new forms of urban intermediation, where digital
technologies collect, process, and act upon vast amounts of data to
optimize services and extract value.

Platform urbanism operates at both city-specific and inter-city scales,
applying socio-technical assemblages across multiple urban contexts
and contributing to processes of planetary urbanization (Merrifield,
2018; Tornberg & Uitermark, 2022). In today's post-smart city logic,
municipalities tend to pursue more collaborative data-driven policies to
share data (Barns, 2018) or develop political and civic participation
(Dammann et al., 2022; Rose, 2021), while data activism increasingly
uses platforms to publicize their claims and the knowledge by which
they are supported (Blake et al., 2024).

The city serves as both an inspiration, arena, and a testing-ground for
digital platforms. For instance, Deliveroo and Uber were initially tested
in London and San Francisco, respectively, before expanding interna-
tionally. Platforms such as Airbnb and Deliveroo, though not inherently
urban, depend on the urban context to function effectively, highlighting
the need for city-specific analyses of platform capitalism (Caprotti & Liu,
2020, 2022). Platforms such as Uber, Airbnb, and WhatsApp are not just
tools used within urban environments but are integral to the very
structure and functioning of cities: mediating economic transactions,
social interactions, and urban governance, embedding themselves into
the urban fabric (Cirolia et al., 2023; Lozano-Paredes, 2023). This
integration reconfigures urban spaces, influencing how cities are
designed, managed, and experienced, thus continuously shaping urban
life and its dynamics. Digital platforms are in turn constituted by and
deeply rooted in urbanity, as urban areas provide the dense, inter-
connected networks of people, infrastructure, and activities that plat-
forms rely on for their operations (Gillespie, 2010). Cities act as testing
grounds and innovation hubs where platforms can scale their services,
adapt to local contexts, and interact with diverse urban systems. Plat-
form urbanism, at its core, hence points to a co-constitutive relationship
between digital platforms and urbanism (Barns, 2020).

It is at the same time important to recognize the socially and
geographically diversity and unevenness of platform urbanism. Platform
urbanism does not impact all urban residents equally. Some areas
become more ‘platformized,” attracting investment and digital services,
while others face exclusion due to lack of digital infrastructure, algo-
rithmic bias, or data-driven decision-making reinforcing inequalities.
There is also substantial variance in platforms across cities due to
resistance from regulators. Uber, for instance, is banned in a range of
countries, including Germany, Greece, China and Turkey. Airbnb has
been banned or restricted in a growing number of cities, including New
York City, Berlin and Barcelona. The unevenness also applies across
individuals: think about the difficulties encountered by some elderly
when automatic ticket machines at bus stops are replaced by on-line
ticketing, or the shop owner who prefers not to have their establish-
ment listed on TripAdvisor. Platform urbanism should hence not be
understood as universal but rather as a diverse, uneven and variegated
process (van Doorn et al., 2021).

Platform urbanism research has shed light on various aspects of the
co-constitution of cities and platforms: gentrification linked to short-
term accommodation rentals (Cocola-Gant & Lopez-Gay, 2020; Mer-
met, 2022), the struggles between public authorities and platforms over
the regulation of their activities (e.g., Aguilera et al., 2019; Ferreri &
Sanyal, 2018), the place-making produced by platforms (e.g., Brons-
voort & Uitermark, 2022; Tornberg & Chiappini, 2020), the role of the
visual (e.g., Degen & Rose, 2024; Leszczynski & Kong, 2022) and the
new figure of the platform worker (e.g., Arubayi, 2021; Attoh et al.,
2019; Peticca-Harris et al., 2020; Sopranzetti, 2022).

While platform urbanism associated with the activities of large
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companies has been the dominant narrative of platform capitalism,
recent urban studies have highlighted a more varied landscape of urban
digital macro-geographies through different types of platforms. Plat-
forms are also becoming a means for civil society organizations to share
data and take action, as in the case of the Khayelitsha atlas in Cape Town
(Blake et al., 2024). Platforms are instruments of digital activism,
sometimes aimed at the digital world itself, for example to preserve
sovereignty over personal data, or, in other cases, aimed at other ob-
jectives, such as access to services and infrastructure, via digital means
(Beraldo & Milan, 2019). These civil society platforms, which have been
less studied as yet, are also used to finance actions through crowd-
funding (Chiappini & de Vries, 2022). Municipal platforms created in
recent years not only aim to design digital services or share data, but also
to develop political and civic participation. Decidim, developed in
Barcelona and since adopted by over 300 municipalities is probably the
most well-known example of such non-profit open-source municipal
platforms (Cardullo et al., 2023). The success of a platform like Decidim
allows for comparison regarding for instance how, why and by whom
various functionalities of the platform are chosen in different places.

Even within specific types of platforms, however, there is significant
heterogeneity in terms of affordances, cultures and functions. Research
has shown that even superficially similar platforms can produce diver-
gent effects (Duguay, 2016; French & Bazarova, 2017; Papacharissi,
2009; Shane-Simpson et al., 2018; Utz et al., 2015). Comparing social
media platforms such as Twitter and Facebook, Gillespie (2010) shows
that the technological and algorithmic structures of the platforms
fundamentally alter the nature of communication and social engage-
ment. Even when platforms offer similar functionalities, differing user
practices and cultures can result in a diversity of outcomes (Boczkowski
et al., 2018; Karapanos et al., 2016; Scolere et al., 2018; Zhao et al.,
2016). Burgess (2021) use the concept “platform culture” to illustrate
how the norms and values embedded within different platforms guide
user practices and content trends. Platforms are in short plural: they
include a wide range of distinct genealogies, technological properties,
cultures of use, structures and functionalities.

At the same time, platforms cannot be understood as independent —
or even separate — entities. van Dijck et al. (2018) describe platforms as
part of an interconnected “ecosystem”, entangled in a network of shared
data, algorithms, and economic strategies. This interconnectedness
means that changes or trends often ripple across platforms, as there is
constant cross-pollination. Platform studies have emphasized that such
connections are part of the modus operandi of platforms, representing a
means of expanding their rhizomatic connections across contexts —
creating dependencies that afford infrastructural power (Srnicek, 2017).
As van Dijck et al. (2018) argues, platforms not only centralize power
but also create new dependencies across various sectors, functioning as
hierarchical and interdependent structures, that seek power concentra-
tion through horizontal integration, infrastructuralization, and cross-
sectorization. The notion of “polymedia” similarly shifts the attention
from individual platforms to the recognition that most people use a
bricolage of different media as part of an integrated environment
(Madianou & Miller, 2012, 3).

In summary, platform urbanism highlights the co-constitutive nature
of platforms and urbanism, suggesting the need to study the two in
conjunction. As Soderstrom and Mermet (2020) argue, the rise of plat-
form capitalism driven by private actors presents challenges that are
deeply embedded in specific geographical contexts. This interconnec-
tedness leads to a pluralistic and integrated media environment where
platforms continuously influence and shape urban dynamics. Such as-
pects call for a comparative approach to platform urbanism to under-
stand the diverse impacts and adaptations of digital platforms in
different urban contexts, and for understanding the varied and inter-
connected effects of diverse platforms. It should at the same time be
acknowledged that comparative research of platform urbanism presents
several challenges, due to the inherent complexities of both platforms
and urban contexts, and the limited access to reliable, comparable data
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across platforms and cities. We turn now to reviewing the role of
comparative perspectives within platform studies.

1.2. Comparison in platform studies

Despite the recognition of the diversity and interconnectedness of
digital platforms, comparison has historically held a relatively modest
role within platform studies. Most empirical platform research has
examined phenomena within the confines of a single country - generally
one located in the Global North — and within a single platform at a time
(Matassi & Boczkowski, 2023). We can in general speak of two types of
comparison relevant to platform studies: cross-platform research
(comparing phenomena across platforms) and cross-regional research
(comparing platforms across geographical areas.) Recent work within
platform research has emphasized the need for more comparative lenses,
highlighting the need for both these forms of comparison.

When it comes to the cross-platform research, platform scholars have
increasingly argued for the need to “uncollapse” platforms (Bennett &
Segerberg, 2012), emphasizing the need for comparative work to
examine their plural and heterogeneous natures (Matassi & Boczkowski,
2023). Cross-platform comparison enables unpacking the problemati-
cally monolithic notion of platforms that have emerged from the over-
emphasis on single-platforms research (Bode & Vraga, 2018; DeVito
et al., 2018; Tufekci, 2014). A comparative stance assumes that plat-
forms cannot be treated as an a priori unified object, and thus highlights
their differential qualities (Hall et al., 2018; Hargittai, 2020; Kligler-
Vilenchik et al., 2020). For instance, Burgess (2018) compare YouTube
and Twitter, seeking to understand how the specific affordances of the
former creates distinct opportunities and challenges for content crea-
tors, compared to the more ephemeral and text-based nature of the
latter. This dichotomy is further explored by Marwick and Boyd (2011),
who analyzed the different ways in which users cultivate their online
presence across platforms, adapting to the specific social norms and
technical capabilities of each. Xiang et al. (2017) comparatively
examine online review platforms like TripAdvisor and Yelp, finding
substantial differences in the patterns of use across platforms, resulting
in divergent impacts on consumer decision-making in the hospitality
sector.

The connections across platforms have led other scholars to highlight
common trends that span across platforms, and universal patterns asso-
ciated to platformization. For instance, most platforms — whether geared
at short-term rental or social media — are characterized by competition
over attention and engagement, creating attention economies that
emphasize particular content over other (Franck, 2019; Tornberg &
Uitermark, 2021).

The comparative lens also makes visible the centrality of relation-
ships across platforms. Most individuals engage with a range of diverse
platforms, using each platform in particular ways and for particular
purposes, and building repertoires that span across them (Boczkowski
et al., 2018; DeVito et al., 2018; Zhao et al., 2016). Through such user
practices, platforms influence each other, with users cross-posting and
spreading content across platforms, creating a flow across the ecosystem
(Bruns & Burgess, 2015). This cross-pollination of content and practices
contributes to a broader media environment where platforms influence
one another; Gillespie's (2017) work on platform governance highlights
the regulatory and normative influences that platforms exert on each
other. Policies around content moderation, for instance, often see plat-
forms taking cues from one another, leading to a form of policy
harmonization across the ecosystem. This is evident in how major social
media platforms have developed similar approaches to issues like hate
speech, misinformation, and privacy. Cross-platform research enables
studying “the interactions between media, as if they were species of an
ecosystem” (Scolari, 2012, 209).

Recent literature has argued for the need to study platforms as
geographically situated, rather than as existing in a social, political and
institutional vacuum, suggesting the need for a comparative approach
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(Boulianne & Larsson, 2024; Tornberg & Chueri, 2025). Examining
labor platforms through a cross-country comparative perspective,
Bonoli et al. (2025) argue that the emergence of the platform labor
economy in a given region should not be understood as an expression of
a universal trend towards platformization, but rather as an expression of
welfare states' failure to offer sufficient protection of workers. In the
same vein, Chueri and Tornberg (2023) use comparative trace data from
Upwork.com to show that the quantity and composition of the platform
labor market is related to the level of decommodification of the welfare
state.

Cross-regional comparative research in communication and media
studies has been fueled by two interconnected concerns. The first
concern is the centrality of media and communication in processes of
globalization (Livingstone, 2013). While media scholarship has long
examined the central role of early media in the emergence of the nation-
state (Anderson, 2020; Habermas, 1991; Innis, 2022), new media has
also played a key role in driving globalization by facilitating the rapid
dissemination of information, cultural exchange, and economic inte-
gration across national boundaries (Appadurai, 1996; Castells, 2000,
2010; Giddens, 1990). Platforms represent a continuation of this glob-
alization: they are deployed all over the world, and enable information
to flow between accounts in ways that often seem independent of
geographical location. Recent literature has furthermore emphasized
the geopolitical centrality of platforms, as they become entangled with
regional interests and employed to pursue national agendas (Bassens &
Hendrikse, 2022). Single-country studies artificially sever this dense
web of interaction at national borders.

The second concern has been the field's recognition of its problematic
universalizing and parochial Western bias, in which “the same few
countries keep recurring as if they are a stand-in for the rest of the
world” (Curran & Park, 2000, 2). Milan and Treré (2019) emphasizes
that much of the research in the fields of datafication and platforms is
dominated by Western perspectives and methodologies. This Eurocen-
tric bias not only overlooks the diverse digital practices and experiences
in different cultural and socio-political contexts, particularly those in the
Global South, but also perpetuates a form of intellectual colonization
where Western norms and values are considered the default. For
instance, the focus on major Western-based platforms like Facebook and
Twitter neglects the myriads of local and regional platforms that play
significant roles in other parts of the world, and the varying socio-
political and economic realities that shape digital engagement in non-
Western contexts (Chen, 2018; Guma, 2023). Cross-regional platform
research has thus been part of a call for a decolonization of platform and
datafication research, and for seeing datafication “from the South”
(Milan & Treré, 2019), moving away from a universalist approach to one
that recognizes that data is differently situated across regions (Firmino
et al., 2019).

In sum, platform studies have in recent years come to highlight the
importance of comparative research to examine the simultaneous di-
versity and interconnection across platforms and regions. The literature
highlights platforms as both locally situated and shaped by their
geographical context, but also as innately global entities that have been
key to processes of globalization. Platforms are diverse and heteroge-
neous, but at the same time interconnected — seeking to produce de-
pendencies as a mode of control. The literature thus highlights the need
for comparative perspectives to understand the way platforms are
geographically shaped both by their local embeddedness and by their
translocal and transnational connections. Furthermore, the implications
of platform urbanism for platform research have yet to be discussed
within the literature, as the nation-state or region has remained the chief
unit of comparison, with nearly no comparative platform research
examining the role of cities — despite platform urbanism's suggestion
that cities are at the heart of platform capitalism. We turn now to
comparative approaches within urban studies.
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1.3. Comparative urban studies in a global age

Comparison has long held a central role in urban studies, challenging
traditional, often Eurocentric, urban theories by incorporating a diverse
range of urban experiences from around the globe. Comparative ur-
banism emerged as a critical response to traditional urban studies,
where comparison was limited by epistemological and methodological
positivism, and by the priority given to Western cities as the primary
sites of urban theory development (McFarlane, 2010).

A key theme in the geographic literature on comparison of the last
two decades has been the implications of globalization. As Le Gales and
Robinson (2023, 1) recently put it: “Conventionally, the comparative
method based on variation-finding strategies requires the comparison of
independent units. But this no longer makes sense today. The processes
of globalisation, circulation and networks make cities and metropolitan
units that are increasingly interdependent”.

As seen in relation to cross-regional research within platform studies,
globalization poses a profound methodological challenge to comparison,
while simultaneously emphasizing its importance for urban research. By
implying that the world constitutes a whole — becoming more tempo-
rally and spatially integrated — it erodes the boundaries of individual
cases, challenging the notion of independent cases that is central to
comparative research. At the same time, by suggesting that seemingly
unrelated phenomena are part of a broader, interconnected whole,
globalization makes comparison both more theoretically plausible and
more essential (Bodnar, 2019).

Methodologically, a fuller consideration of globalization has trans-
formed comparison in urban studies in two ways: by attempts to over-
come ways of comparing cities across the North/South divide shaped by
developmental views and their colonial background (Robinson, 2011);
and by the development of different variants of a relational comparison
(Hart, 2002; Hart, 2018; Ward, 2010; Soderstrom, 2014). Postcolonising
comparison means acknowledging the colonial matrix that has long
informed comparative methods by postulating a fundamental difference
between urban realities in the Global North and the Global South with
regard to an axis of modernization of which the cities of the North would
be the leading edge. The aim here is to methodologically symmetrize
urban realities by looking for novelty, modernity, and the possibilities
for theorizing and conceptualizing in all cities, rather than separating
these realities into data reserves in the South and material for theorizing
in the North (Connell, 2007).

The idea of relational comparison comes from the observation that
cases are no longer independent, but also and more generally from a
relational ontology of space according to which “an event or a thing at a
point in space cannot be understood by appeal to what exists only at that
point” (Harvey, 2006, 124). First used by Gillian Hart (2002), the
concept of relational comparison ‘emerged from [her] efforts to think
about the interconnections between South Africa and East Asia around
questions of land, labor, and capital’ (Hart, 2018: 374). From there,
relational comparison as an approach developed in different ways,
notably in the work of Ward (2010), Robinson (2011) or McFarlane
(2010). Depending on how it is understood, relational comparison can
focus on a single-case and its relations with elsewhere or compare
different cities' translocal connections. It was also revisited by Hart
(2018) to better consider, drawing on Lefebvre, the connections be-
tween everyday practice and spatio-historical conjunctures. If the
principle of relational comparison has been circulating for over twenty
years, the methods of relational comparison have been little debated and
thematized. However, in previous work we developed a method to
systematically compare cities' trajectories of change through a focus on
the intensity, diversity and orientation of their transnational relations
(Soderstrom, 2014, 2023). Rather than taking cities as units of com-
parison, the idea is to compare the transnational and translocal con-
nections of which they are made up.

Robinson (2022) has developed a sophisticated analytical framework
for analyzing cities in relations, proposing in particular to distinguish
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between ‘generative’ comparisons, which focus on how specific urban
phenomena can inform broader theoretical understandings across
different contexts, and ‘genetic’ comparison, on the other hand, seeks to
trace the specific historical events and influences which explain partic-
ular urban outcomes. This dual approach allows for a more nuanced
understanding of urban studies, accommodating both the diversity of
urban experiences and the specificities of individual city histories.
Bodnar (2019) has usefully added an element to this literature by dis-
tinguishing between two ways of envisaging global processes in
comparative urban studies: an integrative view where comparison is
situated within a theory or an interpretation of global processes shaping
the cities compared, and a connective view where global processes, such
as extractive data capitalism, are not postulated before the comparison
but potentially emerges from a study of urban connections. While
Robinson's distinction emphasizes differing research aims (why out-
comes differ vs theory/concept development), Bodnar's distinction em-
phasizes differing research postures (theory-driven vs inductive).

In summary, comparison has long played a crucial role in urban
studies, emphasizing comparison as an approach to understand both
diversity and global interconnectedness. This interconnectedness chal-
lenges the notion of independent cases central to traditional compara-
tive research, emphasizing the importance of viewing global phenomena
as part of a broader, interconnected whole. At the same time, the im-
plications of the imbrication of platforms in urbanity has remained
underexplored in the comparative urbanism literature, as platforms
emerge as new spaces in which urbanity is produced.

1.4. Towards a comparative platform urbanism

We now turn to drawing on the two fields reviewed in order to
develop a framework for comparative studies of platform urbanism that
allows us to separate between different comparative approaches. The
distinction between these approaches is not merely semantic; it has
profound implications for how comparative research is conducted and
interpreted. Failing to identify the comparative approach taken can lead
to several methodological and analytical pitfalls, leading to mis-
interpretations of data and flawed conclusions. The comparative
approach taken depends on the type of questions asked, as different
forms of comparison offer different perspectives into the phenomenon
under study. We can distinguish two dimensions that structures our
comparative framework.

First, drawing both from media and urban studies, we propose three
entry points into the co-constitution of cities and platforms within which
specific research questions may be placed, and which shape the appro-
priate research approach (Table 1). The first is cross-city comparison,
where platforms and their urban consequences are studied across several
cities; the second is cross-platform comparison in a single city; the third
category of comparison concerns studies that compare simultaneously
across platforms and across cities. These forms of comparison highlight
different aspects of platform urbanism, and are hence appropriate for
different research questions and focuses.

Second, from our review of the two literatures, we observe that
platforms and cities share abstract similarities in terms of their under-
lying conditions of comparison. Just like cities, platforms are diverse,
historically contingent, and inextricably interconnected. Understanding
the specific histories, cultures, and impacts is crucial for grasping their
varied influences on urban contexts (Srnicek, 2017; Zuboff, 2019). The
interactions and dependencies among platforms like Google, Facebook,
and Amazon moreover create complex networks that shape urban life
and governance, emphasizing the importance of understanding these
interconnections (van Dijck et al., 2018). Platformization and global-
ization are in this sense parallel phenomena, intensifying interconnec-
tedness and interdependency. Such abstract similarities suggest that the
comparative lenses from the two disciplines may be productively
brought into dialogue.

As a result, we retain from recent work in comparative urban studies
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Table 1
An overview over the forms of comparison relating to platform urbanism, and
the dimensions that they bring into focus.

Comparative Cross-City Cross-Platform Cross-City and

approaches Platform

Genetic Focuses on how Investigates how Examines processes
globally different of historical co-
interconnected platforms adapt to  evolution across
historical processes inherited cities and platforms
shape platform regulatory and that produce
operations across institutional platform urbanist
cities, and their frameworks phenomena.
effects on cities within a city, or

how a city is
represented
across diverse
platforms.

Generative Explores how Analyzes how Investigates how
platforms generate different the interaction
new urban platforms create between different
phenomena, such as new social, platforms and cities
housing market economic, or generates new
shifts or tourism spatial patterns platform urbanist
dynamics, in within a city. patterns and
different cities. behaviors.

Connective Examines how urban  Studies Investigates how
phenomena in highlighting transnational and
different cities phenomena transplatform
emerge through resulting from the  connections across
connections, such as connections and cities and platform
policy diffusion, influence across shape platform
between different platforms within urbanist
cities influenced by the platform phenomena.
platforms. ecosystem of a

city.

Integrative Interprets platform Examines Analyzes how
operations, their dynamics across global platform
urban outcomes and platforms in a urbanist processes
urban policies in city's platform shape the
different cities ecosystem that interaction

through pre-existing  speak to broader between platforms

global theories, such  platform and cities, leading
as platform processes, such as to co-constitutive
capitalism. datafication. outcomes.

four approaches to comparison within platform urbanism that interrogate
the diversity, interconnectedness, and historicity of that which is being
compared: a genetic approach focusing on globally interconnected pro-
cesses of urban development through time; a generative approach
focusing on theoretical and conceptual innovation through (often un-
expected) comparisons; an integrative approach where comparison is
framed by a pre-existing theory of global processes; and a connective
approach focusing on connections between cases and between the sites
and other cities. The two former concepts are drawn from Robinson
(2022), whereas the two latter stem from Bodnar (2019). We choose
these four modalities of comparison because they allow to cover four
related but distinct and complementary entry points through which
cities and platforms can be compared in the age of globalization. Each
modality corresponds to a focus or perspective characterizing a
comparative study design: the genetic modality compares primarily
processes of urban development, the generative focuses on identifying
innovations through comparison, the connective focuses on patterns
emerging from comparing interconnections while the integrative starts
from a theoretical framing. These foci are not exclusive as the analysis
might move from one modality to the other. We will here explore these
in more detail when it comes to cross-urban comparison.

The two dimensions identified therefore results in a comparative
framework with 12 different comparative approaches, which are given
an overview in Table 1. We will now describe these approaches in turn.
In the examples used, we will focus on the case of short-term rental
platforms, to make clear the differences between approaches.
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2. Cross-city comparison

The first category of research questions relating to platform urban-
ism focus on how platforms differ across urban contexts and networks.
Such comparison elucidates how the platform's affordances and cultures
shapes phenomena as it intersects with specific urban conditions. A
broad range of research questions fall within this category. For instance:
How do local political power structures influence the governance and
operation of digital platforms within urban environments? How do
platforms negotiate power dynamics with local political actors in urban
settings, and what are the implications for urban governance? How do
local regulatory frameworks shape the operational strategies of plat-
forms in different urban areas? How do the historical socio-cultural and
technological developments of a city influence the adoption and adap-
tation of platforms? To what extent do path dependencies in urban
technological development affect the evolution and success of platform
initiatives? How do platforms adapt to the unique spatial challenges of
densely populated versus sparsely populated urban areas?

2.1. Genetic urban comparison

The genetic approach in comparative platform urbanism focuses on
the historical, regulatory, and institutional factors that vary across cities
and shape both the evolution of platforms within these urban contexts
and these contexts themselves. This approach recognizes that platforms
like Airbnb do not operate in a vacuum; their operations are deeply
intertwined with the unique characteristics of each city's regulatory
environment, political economy, and historical urban development
patterns (Aguilera et al., 2019; Chueri & Tornberg, 2023; Timko & van
Melik, 2021).

e Example: How has the historical urban development patterns of cities
such as Barcelona, San Francisco, and Berlin influence the concentration
of Airbnb listings in specific neighborhoods?

In this example, the focus would be on understanding how each city's
unique historical patterns of urbanization (e.g., zoning, tourism devel-
opment, neighborhood formation) influence where and how Airbnb
listings cluster and how these neighborhoods are affected by such
clustering. In Barcelona, historical preservation policies may limit
Airbnb's expansion in the old city, while in San Francisco, strict housing
regulations could push Airbnb listings into specific, less regulated dis-
tricts. Berlin's historical trajectory as a divided city, followed by rapid
reunification and gentrification, could influence which neighborhoods
experience Airbnb concentration.

One example of existing research taking a genetic comparison
approach are the studies comparing short-term rental platforms — in
particular Airbnb — across cities. A substantial strand of quantitative
comparative work in this field studies the diverse impact of the platform
on rental markets, and differences in adoption (Jiao & Bai, 2020;
Quattrone et al., 2018; Tornberg, 2022; Yeung & Coyle, 2016). Tornberg
(2022), for instance, compares Airbnb markets across 97 cities to
examine the platform's racial and gender revenue gap, and the level of
revenue inequality, finding both significant variance depending on the
city, as the platform becomes entwined with existing inequities, and a
consistent tendency for growing levels of inequality across markets, as
Airbnb appears to inherently drive growing centralization and domi-
nation by a small number of actors.

There is also important qualitative comparative work on short-term
rental platforms. Benli-Trichet and Kiibler (2022) compare for instance
the regulation of Uber and Airbnb across six quite different Swiss cities.
They identify different types of ‘regulatory trajectories’, explaining them
through four different factors: the intensity of platform activities in
cities, the intensity of the mobilization of stakeholders by the issues
raised by these activities, the extent to which these issues are integrated
in cities' political agendas, and finally the level of pre-existing urban
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regulations (concerning other domains than platforms). While the cities
of Zurich and Geneva are quite similar on the three first factors, the
regulation of platform-mediated short-term rental is stricter in Geneva
due to “a dense pattern of legislation and a long-established regu-
lationist approach to the housing sector” (Benli-Trichet & Kiibler, 2022:
746).

This genetic approach highlights how inherited structures and pol-
icies shape the ways platforms operate differently across urban envi-
ronments, influencing their effects on neighborhoods and markets.

3. Generative urban comparison

Examines how platforms create new urban patterns, from local
economies to housing market changes and changes in built form. The
generative approach centers on the creative and emergent outcomes that
arise from the interaction between platforms and cities. This approach is
less concerned with historical antecedents and instead focuses on how
platforms generate new urban patterns—social, economic, or spatial.
Comparison aims here to produce innovative concepts or theories
through the confrontation of processes and patterns in different cities.

e Example: In what ways does Airbnb create new housing market dy-
namics, such as gentrification or housing shortages, in emerging tourist
destinations like Bangkok, Prague, and Cape Town?

In this example, the generative approach would explore how Airbnb
actively generates new market dynamics in each city. For instance, in
Bangkok, Airbnb might facilitate the conversion of residential properties
into short-term rentals, driving housing shortages in popular districts. In
Prague, Airbnb could be contributing to the gentrification of previously
affordable neighborhoods as tourists seek out authentic, non-hotel ac-
commodations. In Cape Town, Airbnb might create new economic op-
portunities for homeowners but also lead to intensified housing
competition, pricing out locals in certain areas. The generative approach
focuses on how platforms generate new patterns and urban trans-
formations, and how these patterns can be conceptualized through
comparisons.

An important strand of comparative work taking a generative
approach focuses on social media, such as Lev Manovich's work on
analyzing Instagram across different cities (Manovich, 2017). Manovich
explores the visual language of Instagram by examining large datasets of
geotagged images from various cities, offering insights into how digital
practices reflect and influence urban life. Manovich identifies distinct
“visual signatures” that characterize different cities. The aesthetic
preferences and thematic content of Instagram posts vary significantly
across locations, reflecting local culture, social norms, and even eco-
nomic conditions (Manovich, 2017). For instance, cities with a strong
tourism industry, like Paris or New York, exhibit a higher frequency of
stereotypical and globally recognized imagery, such as landmarks and
popular tourist spots. In contrast, less globally connected cities might
showcase more local, everyday scenes (Manovich, 2020).

4. Connective urban comparison

Connective urban comparison focuses on how the platform fits into
and interacts with broader urban systems and other actors within those
systems, emphasizing the platform's role in interconnected urban dy-
namics. The connective approach starts from the relationships them-
selves, emphasizing the specific conditions and processes that lead to the
emergence of phenomena. The focus is on urban and transnational
linkages—how policies diffuse across borders, and how platforms con-
nect disparate urban systems into a shared global network. Instead of
applying a single overarching narrative, this method focuses on the
detailed, context-specific interactions and developments. For example, it
might compare how urban digital platforms develop and operate
differently in various cities, without assuming a single governing
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principle (Chiappini & de Vries, 2022). The influence across cities can
consist of, for instance, the diffusion of policies as cities learn from one
another in responding to the platforms, the economic spillover effects
from one city to another, or the emergence of global trends that connect
various cities in a web of shared influences relating to the platforms.

e Example: How do different regulatory approaches towards Airbnb in
cities like Berlin, Barcelona, and San Francisco influence each other, and
what transnational collaborations or policies are emerging to address
short-term rentals across multiple urban contexts?

In this connective comparison, the research would focus on how
Berlin, Barcelona, and San Francisco are connected through their reg-
ulatory responses to Airbnb. It might explore how Berlin's strict rental
laws influenced Barcelona's regulatory framework or how San Francis-
co's approach to Airbnb taxation inspired similar efforts in Berlin.

An example of existing literature that can be said to take a connective
comparative approach is Miller et al.'s (2016) comprehensive explora-
tion of the global impact of social media, based on ethnographic
research conducted in nine different communities around the world. The
book examines how people from diverse cultural, economic, and social
backgrounds use social media, revealing that while these platforms are
globally accessible, their use and significance vary widely across
different contexts. The research highlights that social media is not a
uniform phenomenon but is shaped by local practices, values, and
norms. Rather than representing a homogenizing effect that erases cul-
tural differences, social media often amplifies them, as people use these
platforms to express local identities, maintain relationships, and navi-
gate their social worlds.

5. Integrative urban comparison

While the connective approach seeks to understand interconnections
across cities by starting from the relationships themselves, emphasizing
the specific conditions and processes that lead to the emergence of
phenomena, the integrative approach instead frames the comparison
through a pre-existing theory of global processes that is used to interpret
the dynamics at play between cities and platforms. This approach as-
sumes that certain global processes, such as platform capitalism,
neoliberalism, or globalization, are already shaping cities and their in-
teractions with digital platforms. Comparisons are then structured
within these overarching theoretical frameworks, seeking to explain
how the global process manifests in specific urban contexts.

e Example: How do Airbnb and Booking.com operate across cities like New
York, Paris, and Tokyo under the global process of platform capitalism,
and how do their operations reflect the broader dynamics of neoliberal
urbanism?

In this integrative comparison, the focus is on how platform capi-
talism and neoliberal urbanism shape the operations of Airbnb and Boo
king.com in each city. The research would explore how global economic
logics, such as the commodification of urban space and the platform-
ization of services, manifest in each city's tourism and housing markets.
It assumes that the platforms operate within a pre-defined global
framework of capitalism and seeks to explain their impact through this
lens. Some such studies exist in the literature, with research examining,
for instance, how different cities regulate Airbnb revenues, framed by
the broader principles of platform capitalism where Airbnb attempts to
erase local differences to simplify its global operations (Aguilera et al.,
2019; Cocola-Gant et al., 2021; Tornberg, 2022).

5.1. Cross-platform

The second category concerns comparison across platforms. When
focusing on how platforms shape urban life, the cross-platform
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comparative approach highlights on how the affordances and cultures
of specific platforms become entangled with the dynamics of specific
cities: how cities are represented and shaped by different platforms. For
urban scholars, such a perspective fits the notion of platforms as a new
form of spaces (Papacharissi, 2009), suggesting that they constitute a
new comparative dimension for urban research. Media studies high-
lights how the affordances, histories and cultures of specific platforms
shape cities, and a cross-platform comparative approach allows inter-
rogating these aspects.

Many research questions pertaining to platform urbanism focus on
the potential impact of platforms on urban life, for instance, how plat-
forms such as Uber are affecting urban mobility systems. For instance,
how do Facebook and Instagram differently influence local political
discourse and public engagement in urban governance within a specific
city? How do community-building practices differ between
neighborhood-focused platforms like Nextdoor and city-wide social
media platforms like Twitter? How do Instagram and Yelp differently
shape the cultural visibility and reputation of various neighborhoods
within a city? How do different urban planning platforms, such as ESRI's
ArcGIS and Autodesk's InfraWorks, influence the decision-making pro-
cesses within city governments when developing zoning regulations?

Research that examines specific cities across different platforms is
much less common than work examining platforms across cities.

5.2. Genetic platform comparison

The genetic approach to comparing platforms focuses on the his-
torical, technological, cultural, and institutional factors that have sha-
ped the evolution of platforms within urban contexts. Platforms, like
cities, are the products of historical trajectories and regulatory envi-
ronments, and each platform's development is influenced by its unique
origins, business models, and operational frameworks.

This approach acknowledges that platforms are not monolithic; they
are diverse and historically contingent, with different paths of devel-
opment. For example, Airbnb and Booking.com both operate in the
short-term rental market, but their origins, technological frameworks,
and institutional relationships differ significantly. These differences
shape how they impact cities and how users engage with them.

e Example: How have the historical and institutional developments of
Airbnb and Booking.com shaped their current business models and
customer engagement strategies?

This question investigates how each platform's evolution has been
influenced by its origin stories, regulatory battles, and technological
innovations. For instance, Airbnb's roots in the sharing economy and
peer-to-peer hosting shaped its early trajectory, while Booking.com's
evolution from a hotel-booking site has fostered a more formalized
business model. These distinct histories impact how the platforms are
perceived and utilized in urban contexts today, influencing everything
from host-guest dynamics to customer engagement.

Tornberg and Uitermark (2022) represents one of the few studies of
platform urbanism that examines a city across platform. The paper
carries out a cross-platform comparative study of Rio de Janeiro's
Vidigal, finding that the neighborhood appears radically differently
through the lens of each platform. At the same time, the same media
stories move quickly across platforms, with the same event being
referenced in newspapers, Airbnb, Flickr, and YouTube - framed and
fitted into their particular formats and logics. The football player David
Beckham's visit to Vidigal, for instance, is used to tell an adventure story
in a newspaper, picked up on Airbnb to market a listing, and featured in
selfies on Flickr. Each of these provides its own lens on the story,
rendering Vidigal in ways shaped by the interests of the particular
platform. The study in this way reveals the way that the affordances and
cultures of different platforms become intertwined with the power
struggles and transformations of a particular neighborhood.
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5.3. Generative platform comparison

Here, the focus is on how platforms are actively reshaping new forms
of urbanism in different ways. For instance, different platforms may
generate different new forms of neighborhood gentrification, alter
housing markets, or redefine community engagement.

e Example: In what ways have Airbnb and Booking.com facilitated the
creation of new social, economic, and spatial relationships between hosts,
guests, and communities through their platforms?

This question seeks to explore the innovative relationships and pat-
terns generated by these platforms, such as the creation of informal
tourism economies, new forms of urban inequality, or the redefinition of
neighborhoods as temporary communities for tourists. The generative
comparison looks at how different platforms produce new realities in
cities, shaping urban life in unexpected ways, whether by fostering
hyper-local tourism economies or altering the social fabric of urban
areas.

5.4. Connective platform comparison

The connective approach focuses on uncovering the relationships
and interconnections between platforms by comparing their operations
within the same city, without assuming a specific global theory or pro-
cess beforehand. This approach seeks to understand how platforms
interact with one another and with urban contexts, looking at how local
dynamics shape their interconnections and how platforms adapt to
shared challenges.

e Example: How have Airbnb and Booking.com together reshaped the
global accommodation market, and how do their respective business
strategies influence one another as they adapt to shared regulatory
challenges and changing consumer preferences?

This question focuses on how the platforms co-exist and influence
each other within urban ecosystems, examining their strategies for
navigating common regulatory challenges (such as short-term rental
laws) and how they adapt to shifts in consumer demand. For example,
Airbnb's success in attracting millennial travelers might push Booking.co
m to offer more flexible, non-traditional accommodations, while regu-
latory crackdowns on short-term rentals could force both platforms to
develop new strategies for compliance.

The connective approach highlights the inter-platform dynamics that
arise from their mutual influence and shared challenges, focusing on
how platforms co-adapt and evolve together in response to urban con-
ditions. For instance, CSOs translocally share and locally adapt partici-
patory GIS platforms for mapping informal settlement infrastructure
(Barella, 2020).

5.5. Integrative platform comparison

In the integrative approach, platforms are again viewed as part of a
broader media ecosystem, where their operations are interconnected
and influence each other. Unlike the connective approach, the focus here
is on the relationships between platforms themselves, understanding
how they shape one another within a given urban context, and how
these interactions contribute to broader urban processes like platform
capitalism or the commodification of urban spaces. This approach is
often grounded in overarching theories of platform capitalism, viewing
platforms as mutually shaping forces in global urban processes.

e Example: How do Airbnb and Booking.com function in Paris under a
shared process of platform capitalism, and how do they contribute to the
commodification of tourism in the city, affecting local housing markets,
labor practices, and urban governance?
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The integrative approach taken here examines how Airbnb and Boo
king.com are connected, influencing each other's business strategies,
user experiences, and impacts on the urban environment. This question
explores how both platforms are part of a larger process of commodifi-
cation and platform capitalism, and how their interactions reinforce or
challenge each other's roles in urban tourism economies. In Paris, for
instance, Airbnb's informal hosting model may create pressure on Boo
king.com to adjust its offerings, while both platforms contribute to
changes in housing affordability, labor practices for service providers,
and local governance strategies aimed at managing tourism and housing
markets.

5.6. Cross-cities and cross-platform

The final category of comparison concerns studies that compare
simultaneously across platforms and across cities. Such comparison
highlights urban phenomena that emerge from the very co-constitution
of platforms and cities, and thus hits at the center of the notion of
platform urbanism. As the platform urbanism literature emphasizes,
platforms and cities are co-constituted, implying that many social phe-
nomena stem not from how platforms influence cities, nor from how
cities influence platforms, but emerge from their mutual entanglement.
Cities shape platforms and their ecosystems in ways that allow platforms
to shape cities in certain ways — the mutuality of the connection shaping
certain outcomes. This category of research question hence requires
both sides to be kept in focus: seeing how urban context interacts with
platform affordances, as the two combines to shape social outcomes. For
instance, we may examine how different social media platforms interact
with gentrification processes in different cities, revealing how differ-
ences across the cities interact with differences across platforms.

For instance, short-term rental platforms will adapt in different ways
to local regulation — some seeking to bypass it, some adapting their
affordances — and these differences will interplay with the regulations to
modulate the platforms impact on housing affordability and production.
Another example is that users of the now widely used civic participation
platform Decidim may flag issues of data protection as necessitating
municipal action, leading certain cities to implement new regulations
for municipal or corporate platforms, in turn shaping the use of a range
of platforms.

While this is arguably the category of research that is most relevant
for platform urbanism, centering precisely the co-constitutive nature of
platforms and cities, there is, as far as the authors could identify, no
published research that takes such a comparative approach.

6. Genetic platform urbanist comparison

The genetic approach focuses on the historical, regulatory, and
institutional co-evolution between cities and platforms. It explores how
platforms are influenced by local histories and how different platforms
in turn adapt to these inherited urban characteristics, shaping particular
urban outcomes.

e Example: How have the differing historical regulatory frameworks gov-
erning short-term rentals in cities like Berlin, New York, and Lisbon
shaped the ways Airbnb and Booking.com have developed their business
models and offerings in these cities, leading to distinct outcomes?

This research would focus on how each city's historical approach to
regulation (e.g., housing laws, tourism policies, zoning regulations) has
shaped the strategic responses of platforms like Airbnb and Booking.co
m. For instance, Berlin's strict regulation of rentals might lead Airbnb to
promote different types of listings or booking durations compared to
New York, which has a different regulatory context. Similarly, Booking.
com might develop a stronger focus on professionalized accommoda-
tions in certain cities, adapting its model based on inherited urban
regulatory frameworks. Here, platforms are understood to evolve
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differently depending on the genetic characteristics of the cities, shaped
by historical legacies of urban governance and institutional structures,
while also in turn shaping the evolution of the urban development.

6.1. Generative platform urbanist comparison

The generative approach examines how new urban phenomena are
generated through the interaction of different platforms (e.g., Airbnb,
Booking.com, Uber) across different cities. It emphasizes innovation and
emergence, focusing on how the coexistence and competition of plat-
forms within various urban environments lead to new spatial, social, and
economic patterns. Again, the focus is on the way that the mutual
interaction between platforms and cities provide new urban
phenomena.

e Example: What new spatial patterns of tourism and housing demand
have emerged in cities like Cape Town, Buenos Aires, and Copenhagen as
a result of the competition and coexistence between Airbnb and Booking.
com?

In this research, the focus would be on how the coexistence of plat-
forms like Airbnb and Booking.com generates new spatial and economic
patterns within cities. For example, in Cape Town, the presence of both
platforms might push Airbnb to expand into non-tourist neighborhoods,
while Booking.com might focus on commercial districts, leading to
distinct tourism geographies. In Buenos Aires, Airbnb might cater to
international tourists seeking authentic local experiences, while Boo
king.com targets business travelers, thus reshaping the city's spatial
organization of tourism and housing demand. The generative approach
highlights how the interaction between platforms and cities creates new
urban forms.

6.2. Integrative platform urbanist comparison

The integrative approach frames comparisons within pre-existing
global platform urbanist processes and theories, such as global tourism
trends or platform capitalism, interpreting platform dynamics across
cities through these overarching frameworks. The focus is on how global
processes manifest differently in various urban contexts through the
interaction of platforms and cities. Platform urbanism is producing new
global trends, characterized by being co-constituted by platforms and
cities.

e Example: How do Airbnb and Booking.com's operations across cities like
London, Paris, and Tokyo collectively shape global urban tourism trends,
and how do these platforms' strategies influence local housing policies and
regulations in interconnected ways?

This research would explore how Airbnb and Booking.com's opera-
tions across global cities contribute to larger urban tourism trends such
as the commodification of urban space or the rise of “experience
tourism.” It would also analyze how global tourism patterns influence
local housing policies and how the strategies of these platforms lead to
similar or differing regulatory responses across cities. For example, cities
like London, Paris, and Tokyo might be influenced by similar pressures
related to tourism growth, leading to connected urban policies and
regulations despite their different contexts. The integrative approach
frames the comparison within the context of global processes, using pre-
existing theories to interpret how platforms and cities co-constitute
urban phenomena.

6.3. Connective platform urbanist comparison
The connective approach focuses on the connections between cities

and platforms, emphasizing how urban phenomena emerge from in-
teractions between cities rather than from pre-existing global theories. It
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explores transnational linkages, policy diffusion, and economic spillover
effects between cities, examining how platforms connect different urban
contexts and how these connections generate new global processes.

e Example: How do regulatory innovations in cities like Berlin, Barcelona,
and San Francisco influence Airbnb and Booking.com's operations across
these cities, and how do these platforms' responses to regulations in one
city influence their strategies in other cities?

This research would investigate how regulatory innovations in one
city (e.g., stricter short-term rental laws in Berlin) impact Airbnb and
Booking.com's operations in other cities (e.g., Barcelona or San Fran-
cisco). It would examine how platforms adapt to local regulations and
how these adaptations spill over to other cities. For instance, if Berlin
implements new restrictions, Airbnb might test new strategies that are
later adopted in Barcelona or San Francisco, creating a transnational
regulatory feedback loop. The research would highlight how cities and
platforms are connected through shared challenges and responses, with
global processes emerging from these connections. The connective
approach focuses on how cities and platforms are interconnected,
uncovering how distinct platform urbanist phenomena arise from the
interactions between different platforms and cities, and how these
processes influence urban outcomes across multiple locations.

7. Conclusion

This article emerged from the recognition that comparative ap-
proaches in platform urbanism remain underdeveloped, despite their
potential to offer insights into the complex interplay between digital
platforms and urban environments. We have argued that this gap stems
from two primary factors: comparative urban studies has yet to fully
grapple with the implications of platformization, while platform studies
has had limited engagement with the diverse roles of urban contexts. By
bringing these two fields into dialogue, we have sought to map out the
dimensions of a comparative platform urbanism, offering a framework
to guide future research and deepen our understanding of the co-
constitution between cities and platforms. Such mapping, we think, is
a step towards a theory of urbanism in the age of platforms. Although,
the focus of this paper is on comparison, we want to acknowledge that
platform urbanism does not necessarily need to be and cannot always be
comparative. Fine-grained ethnographic fieldwork with platform
workers can be difficult to lead comparatively in different sites, and can
provide crucial insights into the functioning of global platforms from a
single-case perspective.

Our exploration began by emphasizing the importance of recog-
nizing the diversity within the platform ecosystem. We proposed a
comprehensive typology of urban platforms, categorizing them based on
criteria such as ownership, function, user base, scope, and use cases. This
typology serves as a reminder that platforms are not monolithic entities
but rather a complex and varied ecosystem of digital technologies
shaping urban life in multifaceted ways. By highlighting this diversity,
we underscore the need for nuanced comparative approaches that can
capture the distinct roles, functionalities, and impacts of different plat-
forms across urban contexts.

Drawing from platform studies, we incorporated analytical concepts
such as platform affordances, cultures, and ecosystems into our
comparative framework. These concepts provide valuable tools for dis-
tinguishing between platforms and understanding their unique in-
fluences on urban environments. The emphasis on cross-platform
comparison emerges as a crucial aspect of comparative platform ur-
banism, allowing researchers to identify the specific ways in which
different platforms shape cities and urban life.

From comparative urban studies, we adopted four key approaches to
comparison within a relational understanding of the contemporary
urban world: genetic, generative, integrative, and connective. These ap-
proaches, when applied to platform urbanism, offer diverse lenses
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through which to examine the co-constitution of platforms and cities.
Our resulting framework, presented as a double-entry table, identifies
twelve distinct problematics that comparative platform urbanism can
explore, each offering unique insights into the complex relationships
between digital platforms and urban environments. For most of these
approaches, research examples are still scarce, particularly when it
comes to studies across platforms in platform urbanism, and comparison
across both platforms and cities.

The framework we have proposed is not intended as a prescriptive
checklist for research, but rather as a heuristic tool to guide and inspire
comparative studies in platform urbanism, and for drawing on the
strengths of platform studies and urban studies. Our analysis has
revealed several understudied areas, suggesting possible directions for
future research.

While the co-constitution between platforms and cities lies at the
heart of the notion of platform urbanism, our framework highlights the
scarcity of comparative research that could elucidate this co-
constitution — by comparing both across platforms and across cities
simultaneously. Future research may focus more explicitly on the
mutual shaping of platforms and urban environments. This involves
examining how platforms adapt to and influence local urban conditions,
and how cities, in turn, shape the development and operation of plat-
forms. There is moreover a need for studies that examine the diversity of
platforms within urban contexts and the interconnections between
them. This includes exploring how different platforms interact, compete,
and collaborate within urban ecosystems. Further exploration is needed
on how global platform urbanist processes manifest differently across
various urban contexts, and how these local manifestations feed back
into global trends.
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