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Digital platforms as infrastructure for services of general interest
Christoph Busch*

The rapid rise of digital platforms as key players in 
the digital transformation is one of the defining eco-
nomic and societal developments of our time. Google, 
Facebook and Amazon have so much influence on our 
lives that some observers argue that we are living in 
a “platform society” (van Dijck et al. 2018). There is 
also a growing consensus that the power of platforms 
should be limited. 

Two narratives of platform regulation

So far, the policy debate on platform regulation is 
mainly dominated by two closely related and comple-
mentary narratives. In the first, primarily economic, 
narrative, platform power is equated with market pow-
er. Platforms are described as gatekeepers which control 
access to digital markets. Consequently, the solution 
is sought in sharpening the tools of antitrust law or 
adopting economic regulation of platforms. Legislative 
initiatives which follow this approach are the recent re-
form of the German Competition Act in 2021 and the 
proposal for a Digital Markets Act (DMA), which seeks 
to ensure “contestable and fair markets in the digital 
sector” (Art. 1(1) DMA).

The economic narrative is complemented by a second 
more political one, which underlines the societal di-
mension of platform power. In this narrative, platform 
power is primarily equated with opinion power, i.e. the 
ability of platforms to influence the process of public 
opinion formation (Helberger 2020). This perspective 
focuses on the role of digital platforms as content mod-
erators, curators and amplifiers of information. From 
this perspective, platform regulation is mainly about 
platform liability and due diligence obligations with 
regard to third-party content. This narrative provides 
the basis for the proposed Digital Services Act (DSA), 
which aims to create “a safe, predictable and trusted 
online environment” (Art. 1(2)(b) DSA) by tackling 
the dissemination of various types of illegal content 
online.

The infrastructure power of platforms

While the proposals for regulatory reform which build 
on these two narratives are important steps towards 
taming the market power and opinion power of digital 
platforms, they largely ignore the infrastructure dimen-
sion of platform power (Van Dijck et al. 2019: 9). In 
its report ‘Uncovering blindspots in the policy debate 
on platform power,’ the EU Expert Group for the Ob-
servatory on the Online Platform Economy empha-
sised that platform power cannot be described mere-
ly in terms of market power. In particular, the report 
underlined that “large digital platforms are extending 
their influence into sectors that raise considerations 
of public policy and societal infrastructure, e.g. public 
transport, healthcare and education” (Busch and Graef 
et al. 2021: 4). 

More precisely, the infrastructure power of platforms 
has two dimensions. On the one hand, digital plat-
forms are becoming key players which control access 
to societal infrastructure and services of general inter-
est (‘platformisation of infrastructure’). On the other 
hand, one may ask whether some digital platforms have 
become so essential for social participation that one 
could consider them infrastructure for digital services 
of general economic interest (‘infrastructuralisation of 
platforms’). From this perspective, platform regulation 
is not only a matter of ensuring contestable markets 
and a safe online environment, but also a question of 
infrastructure policy. Therefore, it is necessary to look 
beyond the DSA and the DMA and expand the scope 
of the debate on platform regulation.

Services of general interest in the platform society

The infrastructure function of digital platforms is 
particularly evident in the areas of information, com-
munication and trade (Busch 2021). Search engines 
like Google control access to knowledge of our world. 
Social media platforms like Facebook and Twitter play 
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a central role in shaping public opinion and social par-
ticipation. Online marketplaces and app stores have 
become central pieces of market infrastructure in the 
digital economy. More recently, platforms have been 
developing into large cross-sector ecosystems that offer 
a multitude of digital services (Gawer 2021). 

As fundamental infrastructure in the digital society, 
digital platforms are also playing an increasingly im-
portant role in various areas of services of general inter-
est. The term ‘services of general interest,’ which is not 
always used uniformly in political and legal contexts, 
covers a broad spectrum of essential goods and services 
on which people depend in their daily lives. Depending 
on the perspective, these basic services include water 
and energy supply, public transport, education, cul-
ture and healthcare. Moreover, the concept of services 
of general interest is not permanently fixed or static 
but open to development and subject to technical and 
social change. Digital platforms play a key role in the 
transformation of services of general interest into digi-
tal services of general interest.

Urban mobility

One area in which the disruptive influence of digital 
platforms on services of general interest can already be 
clearly seen is the field of urban mobility (Montero & 
Finger 2021: 138-149). Operators of platform-based 
digital mobility services are pushing their way into the 
market and challenge traditional providers of public 
transport. Interestingly, the ridesharing provider Uber 
presents itself now as a partner to local public transport 
and is promoting a “New Model of Public Transporta-
tion” (Uber 2021). However, the impact of ridesharing 
services on public transport is ambivalent. In particu-
lar, there is a danger that the economic basis of public 
transport will be eroded if attractive routes and time 
slots are served by private providers, leaving only the 
less profitable connections for public providers. In the 
medium term, municipalities could even be forced to 
completely discontinue public transport and leave the 
field to platform-based ridesharing providers.

Digital healthcare

Another area where digital platforms will play an in-
creasingly important role in the future is public health-
care. Google’s acquisition of Fitbit in 2021 makes it 
clear that the big platform operators are entering the 

healthcare sector in force. Several competitors of Goog-
le are also offering digital healthcare services via weara-
ble devices (e.g. Apple Watch, Amazon Halo). In some 
countries, the legislator is lending a helping hand to 
digital platforms by paving the way for the platformi-
sation of healthcare services. For example, the German 
Digital Healthcare Act adopted in 2019 aims at mak-
ing healthcare apps and wearables an integral part of a 
decentralised digital healthcare infrastructure. It allows 
doctors to prescribe health apps, for example to help 
patients take their medication regularly or to document 
blood sugar levels. While these developments may im-
prove the quality of medical care from the perspective 
of the individual patient, there could be a high price to 
pay for the ‘app on prescription’ at the societal level.

In particular, integrating smartphone apps and wear-
ables in the healthcare infrastructure creates a risk that 
the provision of general medical care is becoming in-
creasingly dependent on digital platforms. In this sense, 
app stores could become bottlenecks for the provision 
of healthcare services. For example, it was recently re-
ported that Apple and Google blocked an update to 
the COVID-19-tracing app provided by the UK Na-
tional Health Service because of privacy concerns (BBC 
2021). These privacy concerns may well have been jus-
tified. However, the necessary trade-off between data 
protection and health protection is a policy issue that 
should not be determined by private entities but in-
stead should be discussed politically and decided by a 
democratically elected legislator. Instead, it is Goog-
le and Apple which determine which data protection 
rules apply in practice – or as Politico recently put it, 
“Google and Apple are the world’s biggest privacy reg-
ulators.” (Politico 2021).

Digital education

Digital platforms are also becoming increasingly im-
portant in the field of education. Here, the ambivalence 
of the advancing platformisation of services of general 
interest becomes very clear. It is certainly more than 
welcome that Google has been providing digital infra-
structure for home schooling during the COVID-19 
pandemic. However, behind the scenes, the competi-
tion for dominance in building a digital infrastructure 
for education is already raging. From the platforms’ 
point of view, this is a huge market opportunity. When 
students have become familiar with the products of a 
particular provider, lock-in effects can quickly occur. 
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Such lock-in effects can also arise for schools and teach-
ers if the teaching material has been adjusted to the 
technical requirements of a specific system.

Even greater risks exist in the field of higher educa-
tion. With the rise of micro-credentials and online 
learning, private and public universities that do not 
have internationally well-known brands could become 
dependent on digital platforms that take over the in-
terface between students and providers of higher edu-
cation.

Digital platforms as essential infrastructure

Considering the growing influence of digital plat-
forms in almost all areas of life, the question arises of 
the extent to which the services of Google, Facebook 
and Amazon have become indispensable in our digi-
tal society. For example, search engines like Google 
Search and communication platforms like Facebook 
nowadays have become essential to ensure social par-
ticipation. Similarly, digital mapping services such as 
Google Maps form an indispensable part of the ba-
sic digital infrastructure. They link the digital world 
with the physical world and provide the geographical 
data which serves as the basis for a variety of smart 
city services (McQuire 2019). What would have hap-
pened if Google had really shut down its search engine 
in 2021 during its arm-wrestling with the Australian 
government over a controversial media bill? Consider-
ing this hypothesis makes it clear how intimately these 
platforms are interwoven with our everyday digital life.

The role of digital platforms as systemically important 
infrastructure has also been recognised by the Europe-
an legislator in Directive (EU) 2016/1148 concerning 
measures for a high common level of security of net-
work and information systems across the Union (NIS 
Directive). The Directive, which defines uniform mini-
mum requirements for cybersecurity and reporting ob-
ligations in the event of cybersecurity incidents, explic-
itly includes search engines, online marketplaces and 
cloud computing services in its list of critical forms of 
infrastructure (Annex III Directive (EU) 2016/1148).

Infrastructure policy in the platform society

A brief overview of the rapidly advancing platfor-
misation of services of general interest shows that the 
current regulatory approach which focuses on market 

power and opinion power is too narrow and needs to 
be complemented with a third pillar that addresses the 
infrastructure power of digital platforms. Creating an 
adequate regulatory framework to ensure fair and uni-
versal access to services of general interest is an essential 
part of public “infrastructure responsibility” (Hermes 
1998). 

The political debate on how to regulate platforms 
as infrastructure for services of general interest is still 
in its early stages. However, it is possible to identify 
some elements of a future platform infrastructure law 
which could be modelled on the existing regulation of 
network industries. Unlike competition law, the reg-
ulation of network industries aims not only to ensure 
workable competition but also to ensure fair and uni-
versal access to essential services such as water, energy, 
telecommunications and postal services. This idea can 
be transferred to the infrastructure role of digital plat-
forms.

Fair and affordable access 

Ensuring fair access to digital services of general inter-
est means, for example, that accessibility requirements 
for public transport should also apply to ridesharing 
providers in ‘new public transport.’ Similarly, the con-
cept of universal service obligations could be applied 
mutatis mutandis to digital platforms. In this sense, 
ridesharing providers that have become an integral part 
of public transport infrastructure could be obliged to 
offer their services to all parts of a local community, 
not just on the more lucrative routes. One may also ask 
whether it would be acceptable if access to services of 
general interest (such as education and healthcare) were 
only possible with a Google user account.

Another aspect of platform infrastructure law could be 
price regulation of platform-based services of general 
interest. This may include traditional price regulation 
such as to limit ‘surge pricing’ by ridesharing providers. 
There may also be a need for a new type of ‘price regu-
lation 2.0’ for essential platform services in which users 
pay with their data. From this perspective one could 
even raise the question of whether there should be a 
right to ‘surveillance-free access’ for services of general 
interest.

Finally, there is also the question of how the institu-
tional framework of infrastructure regulation of digital 
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platforms should be designed. Such institutional issues 
also play a key role in the European Commission’s pro-
posal for a Digital Services Act (Art. 38 et seq. DSA). 
However, since the DSA does not sufficiently address 
issues of services of general interest, the new interven-
tion rights of the EU Commission with regard to very 
large online platforms (Art. 51 DSA) do not provide a 
convincing answer from an infrastructure perspective. 
With regard to digital services of general interest, an 
institutional framework at the national level that com-
bines sectoral expertise and cross-sectoral oversight 
could be a preferrable solution.

Summary

In summary, the expansion of digital platforms into 
sectors that raise issues of infrastructure policy makes 
it necessary to also expand the scope of platform regu-
lation. Fair and affordable access to services of general 
interest must also be guaranteed in the platform socie-
ty. Many questions regarding the regulatory design of 
a future ‘platform infrastructure law’ are still open. But 
one thing seems clear: the topic of platforms and ser-
vices of general interest belongs on the political agenda.
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