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This research offers a common definition and taxonomy of Platforms, 
and assesses their role in transforming SHF markets

Source: Authors’ analysis

1. The Rise of Agricultural Platforms

3.  Emerging Type of Agricultural 
Platforms

4. Evolving Service Delivery Models

5. Transforming Agricultural 
Markets

6. The Path Ahead

2. The Potential of Agricultural 
Platforms

Delving into market dynamics to establish 
a common definition  

Establishing a new taxonomy to 
understand market positioning

Understanding business models and 
pathways (and challenges) to scale 

Considering trade-offs for more inclusive, 
sustainable and viable markets 

Guiding the next phase of innovation and 
growth

Exploring the role of Platforms in helping 
markets clear

Full report at 
https://bit.ly/AgPlatforms

https://bit.ly/AgPlatforms


The Rise and Potential of 

Agricultural Platforms
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Within the explosion of new digital ag services around the world a 
number are describing themselves as “Platforms”

Note: Government digital services not included. Multiple services can be offered by a single provider.
Sources: Phatty-Jobe, Abbie. Digital Agriculture Maps: 2020 State of the Sector in Low and Middle-Income Countries, GSMA, September 2020.; ISF Advisors and RAF Learning Lab analysis

Organizations using the word “Platform” to describe themselves, their services or value
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We distinguish between three commonly-referred-to Platform 
associations we are seeing today and focus on Digital Platforms 

Notes: Digital solutions are the subject of much recent work on service delivery models, for instance the Service Delivery Model work by IDH Farmfit, the Digitalization of African Agriculture report developed by CTA in 2019, and Grow 
Asia’s Digital Program. Coordination initiatives have existed for a long time in SHF agriculture, and these models have been the subject of much research and knowledge sharing, most recently through the work of the Royal Tropical 
Institute on Multi-stakeholders Platforms (MSPs)
Source: ISF Advisors and RAF Learning Lab analysis
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Platforms are a distinct business model departure from traditional 
“pipeline” businesses

Sources: Presutti, D. (August 2, 2017). “Carriers looking to deliver living services must drop outdated business practices.” Deloitte. insuranceblog.accenture.com/carriers-looking-to-deliver-living-services-must-drop-outdated-business-
practices; Parker, G., Alstyne, M. V., & Choudary, S. P. (2017).
Platform revolution: How networked markets are transforming the economy and how to make them work for you. New York: W.W. Norton & Company.; ISF Advisors and RAF Learning Lab analysis

Create value by selling goods and services Create value by enabling interactions
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The core function that Platforms play is helping markets clear
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Platforms in agriculture have lagged other sectors by decades, why? 

Notes: S&P 500 visual adapted from: Moazed, Alex and Nicholas 
Johnson (2016), Modern Monopolies for figures until 2015, figures 
updated for 2016-2020 by ISF Advisors.

In other sectors, Platforms have grown 

large and successful enough first to go 

public, and then in some cases to join the 

S&P 500

This includes companies with pure-play 

Platform models (e.g., eBay, Facebook) and 

companies with combined pipeline and 

Platform businesses (e.g., Amazon, Apple)

Platforms in smallholder agriculture 

emerged largely after 2010. None of these 

are publicly listed, and certainly none of 

these are large or valuable enough to rank 

with the largest and most valuable 

companies
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In our research, we identify factors that make smallholder 
agriculture both conducive and challenging to Platforms

✔Opaque and underused market information

✔Multiple layers of intermediation

✔Numerous and fragmented market participants

✔Digital connectivity of market participants

❖ Geographically unique and seasonal production and trade

❖ Highly seasonal production and trade

❖ Capital intensive and limited last-mile transport, storage and 
communications infrastructure needed to facilitate the exchange 

of value

❖ Volatile prices, low transaction values and challenging 
economics for smallholder agriculture

THE Platform OPPORTUNITY

Many agricultural markets have characteristics that create 
strong potential for Platforms to help markets clear

THE Platform BUSINESS CHALLENGE

There are cost and scale challenges for Platform providers that 
make it difficult to create viable Platform business models



Emerging Types of

Agricultural Platforms
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There are very different types of digital Platforms being used 
in agriculture; we focus on product and service marketplaces 

Sources: Cusumano, M., Gawer, A. and Yoffie, D. (2019). The Business Of Platforms. Harper Business; Fernandez Vidal, M. (2019). Platform business models. CGAP; ISF Advisors and RAF Learning Lab analysis
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Product and service 
marketplaces

Payment Platforms

Investment 
Platforms

Social networks and 
communications

Content Platforms

Development 
Platforms

EXAMPLES 
USED IN AG

NATURE OF USE IN AGRICULTURE
AG 

SPECIFIC

Many agriculture-specific marketplaces and 
exchanges emerging globally

Ubiquitous, established Platforms being used ; few 
(if any) ag. specific Platforms

Some integrated into marketplaces

Limited use of some established investment 
exchanges for larger ticket size deals

Used to deliver advisory services

Used to develop and distribute a wide range of 
agriculture specific digital solutions and services

Many new, 
ag specific 
Platforms

Typically 
application 
of existing, 
sector 
agnostic 
Platforms

EXTENT OF 
USE

High, rapidly 
growing

Medium, rapidly 
growing

High / low 
depending on 

region

Very little 
application

Medium, rapidly 
growing

High, general 
use

Deep dive

RESEARCH 
FOCUS

Light 
review
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Agriculture-specific product and service marketplaces have 
proliferated in smallholder markets in recent years



14Source: ISF Advisors and RAF Learning Lab analysis

We have developed a product and service marketplaces taxonomy, 
to better understand the different types



Evolving Service

Delivery Models



16Source: ISF Advisors and RAF Learning Lab analysis

We find a wide variety of service delivery models, ultimately driven 
by five strategic choices
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Scale is fundamental for marketplaces but achieving and sustaining a 
critical mass is particularly challenging

Source: Authors’ analysis

High customer 
acquisition cost

High up front 
investment 

Highly competitive 
market 

High risk of 
multi-homing

High risk of 
disintermediation

To achieve a critical mass and overcome the “chicken and egg” problem 
ag marketplaces must often obtain enough capital to go a longer period of time without 

breaking even

To sustain scale ag marketplaces must prevent negative 
network effects from kicking-in by 

carefully managing user engagement  
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The broader business experience points to three approaches to 
reach a critical mass

Source: Authors’ analysis

Key considerations Prevalence and examples

Leverage an 
existing 

user base...

…from an agricultural pipeline business Mid-high

…from an adjacent pipeline or Platform business Low

Build a new 
user base in either the 
demand or supply side 

first

…by attracting businesses who bring their own 
farmer customer base 

Low

…by attracting one set of users who will attract 
another set users 

High

Build a new 
user base in both 

the demand and supply 
side simultaneously 

…by attracting a niche set of users already interacting with 
each other

Low

…by attracting a broad mass of multiple types 
of users

Low
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Bringing everything together – product and service marketplace 
profiles 

Source: Authors’ analysis



Transforming

Agricultural Markets
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Well-designed and governed Platforms have the potential to drive more 
inclusive, sustainable, and commercially viable markets 

Source: Market transformation outcome categories based on IDH Farmfit, Private Sector Development Strategies: Leveraging the Private Sector for Market Transformation in Smallholder Agriculture, forthcoming
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But as Platforms scale their market-shaping power can also translate 
into negative outcomes for certain stakeholders

Source: Authors’ analysis

EXCESSIVE MARKET DOMINANCE

Replacing one form of (inefficient) 
intermediation with more efficient but less 

competitive remediation

DISPLACEMENT

Displacement of vulnerable MSMEs as 

Platforms disintermediate markets

PLATFORM USER COMPETITION

Platform operator competes with 
users on its own Platform

DATA AND SECURITY

Less control and ownership over data 
and information

VULNERABLE POPULATION SEGMENTS

Platforms benefits may not extend to 
all vulnerable population segments and may 

exacerbate inclusion gaps 

WORKFORCE PROTECTIONS

Reduced security and benefits for gig 
workers compared to traditional 

employment 



The

Path Ahead
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Guiding the next phase of innovation and growth

Source: Authors’ analysis

Deeper understanding of 
specific segments and 

models

Subsidy linked to 
specific theses 

Systematic view 
of how Platforms 

shape markets

Move from the general hype 
around Platforms to a deeper 

understanding of different 
models that can help realize 
the potential of Platforms by 
shaping agendas, funding and 

impact theses

Continue funding innovation 
but link any further subsidy 
to more specific impact and 
business model theses that 
can transform markets in 
inclusive, sustainable and 
commercially viable ways

Learn from developed 
markets to fully consider the 

longer term potential of 
Platforms in shaping markets, 

and the critical role of 
governance in managing 
possible downside risks
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Want to know more? Reach out! 

clara.colina@raflearning.orgmatt.shakhovskoy@isfadvisors.org

william.saab@isfadvisors.org

mailto:clara.colina@raflearning.org

