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Abstract: A global trend regarding the “platformization” of the internet has been, for years, emerging
roughly across all traditional industries. It is reflected in the proliferation of digital platforms (DPs)
based on the creation of new activities or the online expansion of offers traditionally available
only physically (e.g., boutiques, supermarkets). Thus, digital platforms are a new springboard of
development opportunities for all businesses, and Africa, with demographic (more than 1.2 billion
customers), economic (middle-class boom), and technological (internet and smartphone penetration)
dynamism, represents a huge potential market for the DP industry. This exploratory research is based
on a qualitative approach applied to the case of Senegalese DPs. From its finding, we have a mapping
of DPs and a classifying typology of the types of actors involved, according to their specialization and
their paradigmatic orientation. New insights into how DP organizations and the firms within them
operate and create value are proposed as well as a new conceptual framework for the articulation
of DPs, specifically those particularly adapted to the African context. This work opens avenues
for future research linked to the scale of the new challenges related to marketing and managerial
issues and the new business models that have recently been developed by innovative local actors
(TukkiJamm, ShopMeWay, etc.).
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1. Introduction

In the current digital revolution era and in the context of its effects on the economy,
organizations find themselves forced to adapt by reviewing ways of organizing activities
and approaching markets as well as their customers and consumers. In the past, companies
were designed to evolve within a classic, linear commercialization system based on the
purchase of inputs (raw materials for instance) that were then converted into product or
service offerings for resale to customers via traditional sales channels. Today, the quest for
a competitive advantage [1] leads these companies to integrate or create digital platforms
(DPs) to secure a prime position in the value chain of their activity sector. The fundamental
difference between these two business models lies in the non-linearity of value chains
and the strengthening of their usefulness, in the second case, thanks to the possibility for
innovation and the interaction between individual and organizational stakeholders.

In this article, we take a general look at e-commerce platforms, with a particular focus
on Africa and, more precisely, Senegal. These are platforms specifically designed to enable,
through digital technologies, interactional commerce transactions between authorized
users (e-consumers and e-merchants). From a global perspective, this form of e-commerce
has been around for almost thirty years, with the advent of the American giant Amazon
(since 1994) and then eBay (since 1995), Cdiscount (since 1998), and others. While some
DPs function as marketplaces (Amazon, Cdiscount, etc.), others take the form of a digital
(online) transposition of traditional (physical) commercial channels and are not open to
other independent suppliers of goods and services. To illustrate this, we can refer to the
Amazon e-commerce platform, which enables nearly two million independent suppliers to
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interact with more than one hundred million potential Amazon-affiliated and non-affiliated
customers via its Prime Service. Therefore, this platform is a marketplace. Meanwhile,
Apple, for example, has strengthened its traditional offering by making its products,
technological solutions, and services available online for consumers. Hence, Apple is a
hybrid company, offering its services both online and in physical stores (the Apple Stores).

In Africa and, more precisely, in Senegal, the development of electronic commerce
by local actors is much more recent [2,3]. In Senegal, the sector is dominated by Jumia
(2012), which is also located in Morocco [4,5], other African countries, and the West African
sub-region. Based in Nigeria, Jumia operates in fourteen countries across the continent and
has already raised over 760 million dollars. Today, more than 80,000 e-merchants work
via its platform, with an ever-increasing number of visits (over 750 million). Other actors,
some of which are Jumia’s competitors (Copia and Kilimall in Kenya; Konga in Nigeria;
Bidorbuy, Takealot, and Zando in South Africa; and Noon in Egypt), and others with more
modest sizes, have also emerged in recent years but with less significant growth dynamics.
Similarly, companies with varying degrees of success are adapting themselves to this
phenomenon by opening online stores alongside their traditional physical sales channels.
Examples from Senegal include Orca (furniture and decoration) and 4 Vents (bookshop).

However, beyond e-commerce (buying and selling products or services online), plat-
forms represent a generic category of online devices offering digital services to facilitate
exchanges between independent users interconnected via the internet (professionals and/or
private individuals). As such, they cover virtually all possible exchanges within the frame-
work of socio-economic activities (employment and all sectors of activity combined). For
the sake of simplicity, two forms of platforms can be considered: profit-oriented or digital
commercial platforms (DCPs) and non-profit or philanthropic digital platforms (PDP).

So, what are the particularities of Africa’s digital e-commerce platforms and
related activities?

By raising this issue, our work sets out to establish a mapping of existing types of
DP in Senegal to analyze the related development prospects for e-commerce activities in
the country and in Africa. The aim of this purely exploratory research is to study a new
phenomenon in the management science literature in the Senegalese context and from
an African perspective. Indeed, while the literature on the concept of digital platforms is
already abundant [6–8], it obscures the specific case of African and Senegalese actors. This
research is based on a case study examining specifically Senegalese DPs. It was carried out
using a qualimetric methodology [9], i.e. a qualitative study (semi-structured interviews
and secondary data) supported by a quantitative approach (consumer questionnaires).
Hence, data collected were analyzed using Nvivo software, and the quantitative ones
mathematically processed.

By adopting a theoretical position of conceptualizing DPs, we base our analysis on
the consideration of the postulates of contingency theory [10–12], the economic function
associated with online digital service devices, and the consideration of theories explaining
e-consumer purchasing behavior. From a strictly theoretical point of view, other theories,
particularly those with marketing connotations, could also be mobilized. Indeed, the
phenomenon of “forced” migration of organizations towards digitalization, seeing DPs as
meeting points with consumers, is in line with the postulates of socio-economic marketing
theory [13]. This theory stems from the generic concept of socio-economic management
of organizations, which has implications to strategic management practices, management
control, sales and marketing strategy, human resource management, etc. [14,15].

In this piece of work, our ambition is to propose a new conceptual framework for the
articulation of DPs specifically adapted to the African context. We particularly focus on
strategic, organizational, and managerial aspects.

2. Digital Platforms: Typology and Main Theoretical Meanings

Our world is constantly evolving, and it is doing so at breakneck speed. This evolution
is driven by the pace of technological renewal and innovation (which is particularly dis-
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ruptive). At the same time, these changes in society are also reflected in shifts in consumer
behaviors, forcing the suppliers of goods and services to respond by transforming them-
selves. As a result, companies that have failed to adapt to new realities are disappearing
and being replaced by bold newcomers. Likewise, entire industries have gone off-course,
out-of-phase, have fallen prey to uncertainty, and are now occupied by intrepid new actors,
seizing on the complexity of the situation in a no-holds-barred way, betting on innovation
and creativity. By way of illustration, Uber, in the transportation sector, or “Air b and b”, in
the hotel and accommodation services, are striking cases of this. In their respective sectors,
these newcomers are “writing the movements of a global dance, to which everyone must
now adjust their steps” [16].

Today’s world is one of turbulence and changing rules, a “laboratory of change”
marked by the emergence of innovative ideas, inventors, innovators, and experimenters.

In this context, consumer behavior has a lot to do with the way in which companies
act and, consequently, opt for organizational formats designed to adapt to new conditions.
The new behaviors adopted by consumers bear witness to the transmutations that modern
society is undergoing. Today, consumers are present online. As a result, companies
organize themselves accordingly to join them there and offer their products and services.
This testifies the end of the cycle for typically traditional physical-based business formats
in favor of modern forms of enterprise, taking advantage of the “online” benefits in vogue
in virtually every business sector. Thus, over the past 30 years, hybrid business formats
have emerged, and, thanks to the development of the internet network and the rapid
spread of the access to it, they have both a physical and an online presence. Similarly,
other types of companies have emerged, founded only on online access via the internet.
These forms of enterprise are now beginning to have a certain historicity in developed
countries and have already been the subject of attempts at conceptual delimitation in the
management science literature. However, the definitions given remain heterogeneous, and
the conceptualizations obscure the case of platforms specific to the African context and
those in less developed countries. Nevertheless, are the digital platforms operating in
Africa and conceptualized in Africa any different from their Western counterparts? Here,
we look at some of the theoretical meanings already discussed in the management science
literature to clarify the notion of DPs and then establish a typology of their forms. This will
enable us to classify the actors involved in their ecosystem in Senegal and then identify
their intrinsic particularities.

2.1. Digital Platforms in the Literature: An Attempt at Conceptualization

Historically speaking, the issue of platforms from a digital perspective is recent. In
the past, the presence of companies on the internet was evoked through the concept of
the “digital environment”. It is only recently that the notion of “platform” has been used
conceptually to refer to this phenomenon, notably by a current of literature known as
“platform studies.” Some even speak of a “platformization” of the web [17,18]. Therefore,
the notion of platforms is, clearly, polysemous and somewhat ambiguous [19,20]. Gillespie
even considers it to be at the crossroads of four semantic domains: information technology
(computational), political, figurative, and architectural. He, thus, asserts that the conceptual
use of the term “platform” relates to understandings linked to computer science (an object
for construction and innovation), politics (a space for speaking), figuration (an opportunity
for both abstract and practical promise), and architecture (a device for expression which is
open and accessible to all without restriction).

From these considerations emerge the ideas that a platform is a space for interactions
between people (architectural), offering them the opportunity to speak to a public audience
(political), relying on technological and computing infrastructure to support its operation
(computer software, smartphone applications, online games, etc.), and enabling third
parties to design and develop correlated applications [21]. By way of illustration, a platform
such as Facebook, or even Google, enables third-party users to develop customizable
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modules within it, which can then be integrated and linked to another environment on a
website or other platforms [19].

It is in this sense that the “platformization” of the web already evoked above [16]
refers to the domination of platforms on the web. It results in forces of influence and in the
integration of all the devices present on the internet. Today, different platforms (e.g., social
networks) are interwoven with each other and with other mechanisms for competition
and popularization of the activities of commercial and non-profit organizations (websites,
applications). Thus, the internet offers platforms as many capabilities, firstly of producing
quite varied data and, secondly, of exploiting them for commercial, marketing, interaction,
and communication purposes [21]. Indeed, these functions of constant data collection offer
a better understanding of audience profiles, practices, and habits, to then be able to target
them with personalized offers and advertising campaigns.

A website is not necessarily a platform, but it can include functionalities that give it this
status. Many of today’s organizations have a website to publicize their activities, without
exploiting the possibilities offered by the internet to carry out commercial transactions.
In this case, these are static showcase sites offering information to visitors. However,
as soon as functionalities for connecting with potential customers are made available
or links are created with social networking pages for marketing purposes (Facebook,
LinkedIn, Instagram, Tik Tok), they can fall within the definition of a platform. Indeed,
rather than being social media in the traditional sense of networking with “friends” or
acquaintances through the creation of a personal profile [22], today’s social networks
provide their members with several other development opportunities (activities, clienteles,
and sales of products and/or services). For example, Facebook today presents itself as an
integrative platform with other complete applications and solutions grafted onto it in the
manner of an operating system (MacOS, Windows) but online [23].

So, since the advent of web 2.0 through the imposition of social networks [24,25] and
the popularization of the term “platform” by O’Reilly [26] and its definition as a system
with dynamic components (websites), the web is no longer just a means for publishing
information (web 1.0) but, following an internet paradigm shift, a mechanism for designing
interrelated applications and service offerings that go beyond the sole dissemination of
information (web 2.0) [27].

In parallel with social networking, the worldwide imposition of e-commerce has
also played a role in the transformation of companies wishing to adapt to it by finding
consumers where they are (that is, on the internet). These irreversible transmutations have
resulted in the advent of new business formats known as hybrids. These are companies
continuing to carry out their traditional face-to-face activities, while, at the same time,
digitizing themselves to run part of their business online or offer, there, customer service.
For others, it is even a question of going “all online” for all their activities and services
by adopting the form of virtual companies (not in the sense of companies structured as
networks, outsourcing their activities, but direct and total “online” companies) [28].

2.2. A Typology of Digital Platforms

As mentioned above, DPs are online devices offering digital services to facilitate
interactions between distinct users via the internet. According to the OECD [29], these
services make convenient “exchanges between two or more distinct but interdependent
sets of users (whether businesses or individuals) who interact through the service via the
internet” [29]. Today, two main forms of platforms can be considered: profit-oriented
DPs with commercial activities and non-profits and, sometimes, philanthropic DPs. While
the latter tend to dwindle over time, the for-profit ones continue to grow [30]. Thus, in
our analysis of platforms, we focus more on digital commerce platforms (DCPs) than on
the second category. To strengthen DCPs, we also analyze the use of social networking
platforms (SNPs) for trading activities and on the interaction between e-merchants and
e-consumers. These three categories make up the generic category known as digital
platforms (DPs).
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In general, DPs offer companies new development prospects and access to poten-
tial customers from afar. They encourage them to broaden their targets and fields of
business while minimizing risks through efficiency gains, reduced transaction costs, and
information asymmetries.

When we think of DCPs, the first thing that springs to mind are marketplaces such as
Amazon Marketplace (since 1996), the American giant, or its counterparts eBay, Cdiscount
in France, Jumia in Africa, and so on. Indeed, one of the prerequisites for qualifying a
website as a platform is the online connection between the buyer(s) and the seller(s). This is,
intrinsically, the function of these platforms, which, moreover, do not necessarily own the
products offered for sale within them. They play the role of intermediaries or coordinators
of market transactions within their systems. However, over the last few decades, DCPs have
developed additional business models that also give them the role of online retailers [31].
This assertion enables us to ensure a first point of demarcation between DCPs and online
retail websites held by individual companies that are the sole owners of the goods and
services sold on their sites. The latter activities do not fall within the definition of a DCP.
These include JD.com, Pinduoduo, and Alibaba (China) as well as Shopee (Singapore),
Mercado Libre (Latin America), and other platforms that, according to UNCTAD [32],
also dominate the e-commerce market (Saudi Arabia and Egypt, for example). Regarding
websites which directly sell to their end customers, we have Apple, for example, which,
although it is not a real marketplace, nevertheless offers, through its website, products and
services from other brands which are related to its offerings and complement them (Belkin
[chargers and protection], STM and Lumen [bags and protective cases], Beats [headphones],
etc.). This could widen the scope of marketplaces by including websites proposing offers
from other brands.

DCPs give e-merchants greater visibility and access to a wide and varied customer
base. Thus, they offer them mechanisms for reducing costs, simplifying informational
transactions, and facilitating their contact with partners, potential customers, and so on.

Similarly, when interwoven with other digitized solutions (FinTech, customs, shipping,
delivery, payments, customer service), DCPs consolidate their impact on the development
of e-commerce because these services should become part of the set of activities supported
by sellers themselves or outsourced by them to third parties [33]. As a result, other forms
of platforms specializing in specific and complementary areas of activity, such as transport,
finance, training, energy, employment services, recycling, advertising, delivery, etc., are
developing alongside DCPs.

In addition, it is worth noting the widespread domination of the global DCPs men-
tioned above (Amazon, Alibaba, etc.), which reduced, for example, the development
possibilities of typically African or Senegalese local DPs. Indeed, the control and power
of the former and their strike force enable them to have a stranglehold on data, giving
them unrivaled capacities for creating and capturing value. This is why there is a certain
concentration of platforms, to the disadvantage of African and Senegalese actors, who are
struggling to perform, whereas world-class platforms with substantial financial resources
have their doors open to all markets.

As for social networking platforms (SNPs) used for trading purposes [34], they are
more in use in developing countries (such as Africa) where the informal sector makes a
major contribution to economic wealth creation. According to Roest and Bin-Humam [35],
this involves e-commerce using social media platforms (Facebook, Instagram, or WhatsApp)
in place of or alongside traditional commercial platforms (Amazon, Alibaba, and Jumia).
Thus, “social media platforms initially designed for communication enable a new, more
informal type of e-commerce” [36].

3. Research Methodology and Protocol

This research focused on a case study of DPs operating in Senegal, whether owned by
local actors or created specifically to tackle domestic and sub-regional markets. The case
study method seemed to be the most relevant to this focus, as it gives researchers an easier
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grasp of new phenomena, neglected or simply ignored by the literature [37]. Our choice
of Senegal as a case study is explained by the current dynamism and progress of the local
digital ecosystem as well as the gradual and constant increase in the number of DPs.

Indeed, Senegal is currently on track for a successful digital transformation, boosted
by political initiatives such as the Senegal Digital Strategy 2016–2025 (SN2025) drawn up
in 2016 as part of the “Plan Sénégal emergent” (PSE), the current development policy (since
2013 to present), and supported by the United Nations Development Program (UNDP).
In Senegal, there has been a boom in startups operating in the digital and DP fields and
a change in behavior in favor of the digital on the part of consumers, professional actors,
and public authorities. Today, digital technology and its platforms affect almost every
sector of the country’s economy (commerce, transport, health, finance, agriculture, energy,
media, training, employment, etc.). Yet, research in management science and marketing in
particular seem to ignore this phenomenon.

By adopting a theoretical posture of conceptualizing DPs, we based our analysis on
the consideration of the postulates of contingency theory [10–12], the economic function
allocated to online digital service devices, and the consideration of theories explaining
consumers online purchasing behavior. Considering theories in marketing, other concepts
could also be mobilized. Indeed, organizations have the habit to constantly seek to un-
derstand consumer behavior and then adapt to their changes. And this led them to join
consumers on the web and social networks and to digitalize their offers through the design
of DPs. This tendency is in direct line with certain marketing theories considerations,
particularly those linked to the socio-economic analysis of organizations [13–15]. The
technological, political, economic, and demographic changes characterizing modern soci-
eties condition the supplies expected by the society and define sociocultural evolution by
modifying the consumer’s vision and expectations. Thus, social demand has a permanent
and iterative influence on the world’s socio-economic structuring (technologies, politics,
etc.). These social changes and the resulting apprehension of the social object of our modern
age largely explain consumer logics and the need for organizations to integrate them into
their offers and marketing strategies.

Hence, socio-economic theory recognizes the eminent systemic dimension of orga-
nizations. Similarly, the major strategic choices made by organizations, including the
phenomenon of platformization as a strategic innovation, are a response to the need for
companies to adapt to changes in their environment. This is why we have chosen to refer
to the postulates of contingency theory. In fact, according to this theory, the structure of
an organization (considered in the broadest sense, including its coordination and com-
munication mechanisms, the layout of its activities, and the deployment of its services)
corresponds to a form of “response” to a changing external and internal environment. It is
an adjustment to the realities of the period and its prevailing system of service production
and deployment [10]. This is the case when organizations adopt digital approaches to meet
the demands of the digital revolution and, thus, of today’s world of platforms. Similarly, it
is a response to the need to adapt to consumers’ changing trends and behaviors as well as
changes in their decision-making mechanisms that are strongly linked to transmutations in
the socio-economic environment [38–41].

Our study enabled us to rank e-commerce platforms in Senegal based, firstly, on data
collected through the preliminary study supplemented by our survey (see appendices)
but also through the analysis of statistics from two global data and business intelligence
platforms (Statista and Similarweb). The indicators selected were, first and foremost, the
number of visits to the platforms but also the description of the e-tailers’ activities and the
opinions and ratings given by users. For reasons of exclusivity to the Senegalese context,
this study did not consider platforms not explicitly targeting its market. For example, we
did not consider exporters, platforms based outside the country, or those with no factually
measurable user traffic to be relevant to our study. Thus, only the platforms of companies
with a productive activity in Senegal and those with proven business models and customers
were included in our research.
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To answer our research question, we opted for an exploratory qualitative research
methodology, deployed in two phases: a dominant phase of exploiting secondary infor-
mation [42,43], and a complementary phase of primary data collection through a survey
of actors in the Senegalese DP ecosystem. Indeed, despite their richness, secondary data
cannot suffice for such an analysis and are very often incomplete, partial, ambiguous,
or sometimes contradictory. This explains the need to supplement them with primary
data in order to achieve a successful and productive research process. Thus, all the data
collected were cross-referenced to reduce certain biases and asymmetries in information
and optimize the depth of their scope. On the one hand, when it comes to identifying
existing platforms, secondary data alone are sufficient. On the other hand, knowledge
of the specific features of each platform, the objectives of their managers and creators,
and their related business models and strategic orientation requires us to go further. This
was the aim of the individual interviews conducted. They gave us access to a wealth of
information about the platforms and their unique, detailed experiences, which would not
have been possible with secondary public data alone.

In addition, we opted for a remote administration method to broaden our target
and not limit it to Dakar-based actors only. Indeed, some of the included platforms have
founders belonging to the Senegalese diaspora from Europe and the American continent
(Canada and the USA in particular). Finally, the interviews were recorded, transcribed,
and then imported into the Nvivo 14 software for thematic coding as part of a content
analysis. In addition to this content analysis, data collected via e-consumers questionnaire
and secondary data considered (Statista, Simi-larweb, etc.) were mathematically processed
to bring out their intrinsic meanings.

4. Mapping of Digital Platforms in Senegal

An analysis of the data collected and then processed enabled to identify three cate-
gories of actors making up the DP ecosystem in Senegal (Section 4.1). The large number of
platforms observed in the Senegalese digital landscape (see Appendix A), reveals an ecosys-
tem made up of actors with a wide range of statuses and typologies as well as disparate
actions and practices (Section 4.2). Finally, their classification provides information about
their quality and number according to the different classes of actors identified (Section 4.3).

4.1. Proposal of a Typology of Digital Platforms

The DP ecosystem in Senegal is made up of organizational actors of varying sizes
and scopes of activity. Three categories of actors can be considered, each with distinct
intrinsic characteristics. These are, on the one hand, integrative digital platforms (IDPs) and
specialized digital platforms (SDPs) and, on the other hand, digital platforms for related
services that are acting as intermediaries (digital platforms dedicated to intermediate
services—DPDIS). Figures 1–3 below provide a synthetic representation of these platforms
as well as a clear overview of their mapping.

IDPs are online devices that exploit the interactions of their users to offer service
integration solutions for the benefit of the suppliers of goods or services (e-merchants)
and the demanders of such things (e-consumers). This category of platforms includes
marketplaces, ad sites, retail store sites, and generalist platforms. Generally speaking,
marketplaces are places (physical or virtual) where the suppliers of products or services
meet solvent buyers. Meanwhile, according to the definition specific to platforms, these are
electronic or digital marketplace platforms (DMP). Instead, ad sites refer to online platforms
containing a range of information designed to sell or buy products and services. In other
words, they are virtual spaces in which buyers and sellers interact and communicate with
ease. In the same way as marketplaces, users of ad sites need to have an account to access
the services on offer and connect with the community created by the platform. In the same
way, ad sites offer extended visibility and access to a wider potential clientele. For e-tailers,
they provide a wide choice of product or service ranges that can be accessed instantly and
facilitate the availability of information on the offerings and on the suppliers themselves.
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virtual companies without physical stores [28]. For example, Auchan Sénégal, Orca Trend,
Librairie 4 vents, Master Office Deco, and Mburu boulangerie are “Click and Mortar”,
unlike Pure Players Taf Taf, Super Deal, and Niokobok. Niokobok also falls into the
category of generalist platforms, offering a wide range of products and services to a broad
customer base. Like Nova, Soumari, Jaba, Gstore, Feugjay, and others, these platforms are
not specialized and target a much larger audience than specialized platforms. However,
the latter give e-consumers access to suppliers with greater expertise, quality of service,
and mastery of their field and enable e-merchants to reach a more qualified audience who
is more likely to know what it wants.
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Specialized digital platforms (SDPs) such as Rekfi (music and sound), Medcom Plus
(medical equipment), Yum Yum (catering), Fabella Shop (cosmetics), Discount Senegal
(furniture and decor), Mathydy (watches), and others have chosen to specialize in a specific
field. They have a limited scope of action, to avoid going too deeply into the subject, which,
if they were to depart from it, would reduce the finesse of their expertise. As a result, they
focus on a specific defined specialties and generally target a convinced clientele. In this
context, the current study reveals a new trend among Senegalese consumers towards a
local preference and priority consumption of made-in-Senegal products. Platforms aligned
with this trend are developing in parallel: Sunu Produits Locaux, Africnature, Sooretul,
Passion Nature, Le Lionceau, Mlouma, Senar delices, Diobass Agroalimentaire, and Miels
du Monde. In addition to these specializations, other platforms are active in the fields
of sports (local content), high-tech (IT, cell phones, and smartphones), online education,
bookselling, construction, and dropshipping.

Along the same line, other forms of platforms also exist in Senegal, acting as interme-
diaries or business complements. We call them “digital platforms dedicated to intermediate
services” (DPDIS). They complete the value chain of other platforms by positioning them-
selves in the middle or at the end of the circuit. These include delivery and transport
specialists such as Colisdays (colisdays.com), Ouicarry (ouicarry.com), Paps (paps.sn), Car
Rapide Prestige (carrapideprestige.com), Yobanté Express (yobanteexpress.com), Weego
(weegolife.com), Teralgän (teralgan.com), Bonjour Sénégal (bonjoursenegal.com), and oth-
ers. They can be considered support platforms for the two preceding categories, i.e.,
integrative digital platforms (IDP) and specialized digital platforms (SDP).

4.2. Specializations and Paradigmatic Orientations of Actors in the Digital Platform Ecosystem

The analysis of the practices of DP actors according to the previous typology (IDP, SDP,
and DPDIS) reveals two classes of related main actors. They are differentiated according

colisdays.com
ouicarry.com
paps.sn
carrapideprestige.com
yobanteexpress.com
weegolife.com
teralgan.com
bonjoursenegal.com
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to their specialization in terms of targets and activity and according to their paradigmatic
orientations. Firstly, generalists (IDPs) and, secondly, specialists (SDPs). With DPDISs,
a third category can be considered, namely, that of intermediaries or support service
providers (e-finance or FinTech, e-transport, e-logistics, and delivery). While the majority
of e-tailers specialize in a specific business sector, others have chosen to remain open to
several sectors, covering a wide range of professions and activities. In this way, specialized
platforms are attacking unoccupied market spaces, i.e., new niches offering interesting
prospects for development and innovation. Subsequently, most new actors attempt to
target new markets either by creating original offerings or by disrupting existing business
sectors, disrupting conventional practices [44]. By way of illustration, the startup Tukki
Jamm has entered the transportation and car-sharing market by partnering with major
companies such as Majorel Africa to “facilitate home-to-company travel for their employees”
(TukkiJamm) through its platform.

Similarly, in the field of e-commerce in general, ShopMeAway (shopmeaway.com) has
set itself the mission of simplifying online purchases on foreign DPs that were previously
inaccessible to Senegalese consumers for a variety of reasons. In the words of its president,
Mr. Racine Sarr, “In Senegal, people want to buy from sites like Amazon, Zara, and H&M,
but these sites don’t deliver in Senegal and very often don’t accept payments from Africa.
This problem extends to all of Africa, but also to Latin America and South-East Asia.”
Beyond this intermediary role, ShopMeAway “also gives local producers a virtual space on
its platform”, so that they can offer “Made in Senegal” products, which are currently very
much in vogue.

4.3. Ranking of Digital Platform Actors in Senegal

The result of these analyses is a ranking of DPs in Senegal, presented in the form of
summary tables. Table 1 gives an overview of the ranking of actors in the digital platform
ecosystem, providing information on their numbers and grouping them according to the
three classes defined above (generalists, specialists, and intermediaries) and their category.

Table 1. Ranking of digital platform actors in Senegal (e-commerce).

Platform Categories Number of Platforms Platforms Categories Number of Platforms

Marketplaces

Generalists

12

82

Restoration and
catering

Specialists
(SDP)

20

94

Generalist websites 31 Fresh products 15

Consumer goods 20 Gifts 8

Advertising sites 19 Gadgets 9

Cosmetics

Specialists
(SDP)

35
42

Local products 10

Cosmetics brands 7 Construction, DIY 9

Fashion 14

24

Furniture & decoration 8

Jewelry 6 Bookshop 6

Shoes 4 Dropshipping 5

High-Tech 27

47

Sport 5

Smartphones 11 Musical Instruments
and Sound Systems 1

Computer science & IT 9 Hardware 1

Other specialist sites 13 13 Printing 3

Number of Senegalese e-commerce platforms, in total 302

This ranking identifies 302 platforms meeting the classification criteria adopted (see
part 3—Research Methodology and Protocol). Specialized platforms predominate. These

shopmeaway.com
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are primarily in the high-tech (47 platforms), cosmetics (42), fashion (24), and catering (20)
sectors. Other smaller specializations are also represented (fresh produce, gifts, gadgets,
local products, construction and DIY, furniture and decoration, bookselling, dropshipping,
sports, musical instruments and sound, hardware, and printing).

It is also important to note that today’s DP ecosystem is progressing at a very rapid
pace. As a result, the least profitable platforms are disappearing in favor of those investing
heavily to grow and attract the maximum number of consumers, who, benefiting from a
constant improvement in the products on offer and control over the choice of their service
preferences, are now further enabling such a competition [45].

There are 82 general e-commerce platforms, represented first and foremost by mar-
ketplaces (12), followed by “general” e-merchant sites by name (31), mass-market retailer
platforms (20), and ad sites allowing commercial transactions (19).

As for the intermediary platforms located between the above-mentioned platforms
and e-consumers, 175 can be considered (see Table 2). They operate in the fields of trans-
port and delivery services (21), FinTech and payment services (16), and other related
sub-activities (138).

Table 2. Ranking of Senegalese digital platform actors (intermediaries, facilitators, and other related
or intermediary services).

Digital Platforms for Related Services (DPRSs) Number of Websites

E-Transport—Logistics & delivery platforms,
E-Transportation & Delivery

Intermediates (SDP)

21

117

E-Solutions 9

E-Health—E-Health platforms 8

E-Finances—FinTech, Digital Payment platforms,
Crowdfunding platforms 16

E-Agriculture 1

E-Recycling—Recycling services 61

E-Energy—E-Energy solutions platforms 1

E-Medias— 14
27

E-News—Search & information platforms 13

E-Ad—Online advertising platforms 9

29
E-Learning—E-Learning & training platforms 9

E-Emploi—Digital labor platforms 7

E-Ecosystem 4

Total platforms 173

Furthermore, even though some platforms managed to stay the course and sustain
their activities in a profitable way, the number of the disappeared ones, sometimes even
during their launch phase, is numerous. To the growth difficulties linked to the weakness
of the market and fierce competition is added the risk of platforms being forced out of
business by successful companies and e-commerce giants, as was the case, for example,
in other countries like France. Indeed, several French platforms have been swallowed
up by the competition in recent times. This is particularly the case of search platforms
Voila and Lycos, “crushed” by Google, and disappeared internet service-offering platforms
such as Wanadoo, Club internet, Neuf Telecom, and Infonie as well as Ibazar, the former
“king” of e-commerce and online auctions. The latter had failed to adapt to new economic
realities and was bought by the American E-Bay (since 2002), like the e-commerce platform
Priceminister, which was bought by the Japanese brand Rakuten (since 2010). Certainly,
the internet, therefore, offers prospects for very rapid growth for platforms managing to
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maintain an attractive user acquisition rate. However, it can also easily and quickly become
a cemetery for the platforms unable to adapt to the evolution of digital technologies and
the socio-economic context.

Our study shows that the downfall scenario that happened in France in the early 2000s
is currently being observed in Senegal, where several platforms have disappeared from the
digital ecosystem and others have been forced to abandon an internet presence in favor
of offline offerings only (see Figure 4). Likewise, the potential arrival in Africa of global
e-commerce giants like Amazon and Alibaba may worsen this trend.
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5. Conclusions

Digital platforms offer all types of businesses new possibilities and prospects for their
development and for addressing markets and consumers with greater efficiency while
minimizing the costs and risks. However, success in this reality cannot be commanded,
and, despite the enormous trade and employment potential in Africa, the African digital
platform industry is struggling to take off and grow exponentially. Indeed, while actors in
this industry are trying to take advantage of the digital potentialities available, they are
facing pitfalls linked to inequalities vis-à-vis to their international counterparts, particularly
marketplaces and major brands.

Nevertheless, Africa has its realities, and, in a certain way, local consumers have
their contextual particularities. These consumers do not have access to the same basic
infrastructure and living facilities as their Western counterparts (technologies, banking
services, city planning and addressing of municipalities, etc.). Therefore, these are also a lot
of possibilities for the differentiation and disruption of what currently exists on the market.

This research on the case of African digital platforms focused on the example of
Senegal. Through the application of a qualitative methodological approach, it made it
possible for us to arrive at a mapping of the different categories of digital platforms based
and carrying out their activities in Senegal. It also proposes a classification of the types of
actors in this field according to their specialization as well as their paradigmatic orientation.

Thus, the Senegalese digital landscape is made up of three categories of platforms.
First, integrative digital platforms (IDP) and specialized ones (SDPs) and then, secondly,
those offering intermediate services (DPDIS). Respectively, these are both generalist and
specialized platforms as well as platforms playing the role of intermediaries, offering
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support services located either in the middle or at the end of transactions and processes and
industrial value chains (FinTech and digital payments, crowdfunding, transport, logistics
management and delivery, e-energy, dropshipping, etc.).

After the current work, several future research perspectives are possible to continue
investigations into the ecosystem of African digital platforms. They are mainly related to
the broadening of the issues related to this topic as well as the analysis of original business
models that have recently been developed by innovative local actors who are new to the
market (TukkiJamm, ShopMeWay, etc.).

Our contribution to the research stream on platform architecture and the e-commerce
ecosystem, in conjunction with the mechanism of contingency theory postulates [10–12],
offers new insights into how DP firms and the firms within them operate and create value.
It also provides a new conceptual framework for the articulation of DPs, specifically those
particularly adapted to the African context, focusing on their strategic, organizational,
and managerial aspects. Future research will be able to delve deeper into the subtleties of
African platform architecture, analyzing the properties of their resulting business models,
market specificities, and the marketing and strategic implications which follow them. It
would also be very interesting to explore the new realities of the marketing discipline in
light of these digital platforms, including the impacts of Big Data, blockchain and artificial
intelligence technologies [46–49] as well as the development of consumer-to-consumer
transactions [50,51] and the concept of distribution 4.0. Beyond the literary aspects, these
clarifications will also be useful for practitioners in choosing the appropriate business
model and adopting relevant marketing strategies for their companies.
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Appendix A. Platforms in the Senegalese Digital Landscape
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Appendix B. Senegalese Digital e-Commerce Platforms
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Appendix C. Senegalese Digital Related and Intermediary Service Platforms
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