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The European Commission adopts a permissive stance when it comes to mergers and acquisitions in the platform economy. This is in sharp contrast with the approach they take to cartels and abuse of a dominant position. This is puzzling because the effects are largely the same, there is less competition on the market. Two theories are used, social constructivism and neomercantilism. Social constructivism uses ideas and the norm life cycle to explain that the permissive stance is because the norm that mergers are good in the platform economy is internalized by the European Commission. Neomercantilism explains this through the advantages that arise for the European Union or disadvantages for other competitors. There are still further areas for research because there is much unknown about the platform economy.
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1. [bookmark: _Toc48557576]Introduction
At the outset, the European Economic Economic Community (now the European Union), has had competition rules prohibiting restrictive business practices on its books.  The Treaty of Rome of 1958 entailed  rules prohibiting anti-competitive inter-company agreements, the abuse of dominant position and competition distorting state aid, rules that are now  stipulated in Articles 101, 102 and 107 in the Treaty of the European Community. Competition rules, abolishing all sorts of private and public market barriers, were at the heart of creating the common market and the European Commission (EC), was equipped with far-reaching discretionary powers to operate as the supranational competition authority.  At the time, there was no mentioning of mergers, even though the Treaty establishing the Coal and Steel Community entailed rules prohibiting mergers that were considered harmful to competition. Only in 1989, a merger regulation was adopted (Regulation 17). Ever since however, almost no mergers were prohibited. According to Wigger and Buch-Hansen (2017) (Wigger & Buch-Hansen, 2017) only 0.4 per cent of the mergers that were notified to the European Commission have been blocked. This is a very low number, even when accounting for the fact that there might have been some envisaged mergers were not notified in the first place, because of the assumption that they would be blocked. At the same time, the EC’s Directorate-General (DG) Competition comes down hard on cartels and the abuse of dominant positions. Fines on so-called cartels and abuses of dominant positions have only been increasing over time as can be seen on the website of the directorate of competion policy. Both situations however, cartels and mergers, are causing harm to competition through either anti-competitive agreements or through ever higher economic concentration. Yet, the DG Competition clearly follows a permissive stance on mergers and thus creation of economic power concentration  by allowing companies to coalesce into ever larger units. 
A particular interesting field where the DG Competition is following a permissive attitude towards economic concentration are platform providers. Such as Amazon, Facebook, Ebay, Google. These are markets which are characterized by multi-sidedness. There are often two sides to the market, but this can be more in some instances. On the one side there is the consumers, which are using the platform to buy goods (Amazon) or search for information (Google), while on the other side there is a different group of ‘customers’ who want to be connected to the consumers, the so-called third-party sellers on Amazon or advertisers on Google. The platform as such functions to bring these two parties together. This often results in very low priced or even free services for one side of the market, while the other side has to pay (Vallas & Schor, 2020). These markets are growing fast with the new technologies such as the internet of things, which is causing Amazon to become a gigantic company encompassing not only the selling of products, but also music, books and content creation. It is not yet well known how to deal with these markets when it comes to anti-competitive behaviour and mergers.  However so far, the European Commission has been lenient, as can be seen through the approval of the acquisition of Whatsapp and Instagram by Facebook. As well as the acquisition of Doubleclick by Google (DG competition). The European Commission has request advice on how to deal with these fast developing markets. Since the developments in the platform economy are moving faster than the European Commission can handle these mergers and acquisitions. At the same time, the European Commission is also working hard to prevent the abuse of a dominant position in these markets, which is also quite the challenge. In 2019 the first advice has been given to the European Commission, on how to deal with these kinds of markets (Crémer, Montjoye, Schweitzer). This shows that there are a lot of unknowns when it comes to dealings with platform businesses. The European Commission is working hard to gain more information and tries to be better capable of dealing with these platform markets. 
This leads to a very interesting situation both in terms of economic theory and political theory, because there it is unclear why the EC approaches these platform markets and their anti-competitive behaviour with a permissive stance. It seems that because of the permissive stance, very large companies are being created in these markets. Companies that are large enough to almost impose their own laws and which seem to be very difficult to reign in again. It is puzzling why the European Commission adopts this permissive stance, while it is obvious that it creates platform giants. Platform markets in itself are a relatively new area in our economies that is developing at a rapid speed these days, especially with the help of the internet. There is yet much to discover about the practices of these companies and how to deal with them when it comes to competition. This also leads to another interesting area of research, which is the political theory when it comes to competition policy. There is not much political theory that can explain competition policy on an European level and therefore this is a promising area to work in. 
This thesis will try to use these theories to answer the question:
Why is it that the European Commission is lenient when it comes to mergers and acquisitions in the platform markets, while it is very strict when it comes to cartels and abuse of power?
Looking at the literature that is written on this subject, it becomes clear there is a division between economic theory and political science theory where neither is really covering competition policy in the European Union. The European Union itself has written quite a lot on their competition policy, so called grey papers, but this is not from a theoretical perspective. There is also a large amount of papers written on competition policy in general, but not that much on competition policy when it comes to platform markets. One leading paper in this regards is the paper by Just (2018) (Just, 2018) who writes about the governing of online platforms. Another interesting starting point for this is the book by Evans (2011) which is a collection of essays written on the subject of platform markets on- and offline and the way competition policy should deal with it. The European Commission also issued a research into this, which led to the report by Crémer, Montjoye and Schweitzer however this is mostly focussing on the digital era (Crémer, de Montjoye, & Schweitzer, 2019) . However it is highly relevant if we want to know more about the digital platform markets. 
Looking at the concept of competition policy itself within the European Commission and the way it developed with the European Union we first turn to the book written by Neill Nugent on the European Commission (Nugent & Rhinard, 2015) and the book on specifically competition policy (Cini & McGowan, 2009). This provides us with a basis and already a small door opening into the theories involved with legislation and policy making on an European level. An interesting paper is written by  Richard Maher who has collected some books on the political decay or renewal in the European Union and uses these to show that the European Union is more obstinate than obsolete (Maher, 2020). This shows that there are scholars who believe the power of the European Union is dwindling and others who believe there is a renewal of power. There are many calls for a modernization of competition policy as well, for example by Zimmer who believes that it is not equipped to be dealing with digital platform giants and thus needs reform (Zimmer, 2015). 
Finally we looked at political theories that concern themselves with the European Commission and Union. The most obvious one to look at would be European integration theories. We look deeper at social constructivism and neomercantilism as a way to explain the behaviour of the European Commission. For the first, we turn to Alexander Wendt and David Marsh as well as Finnemore and Sikkink and their norm life cycle theory (Wendt, 1994; Marsh, 2009; Finnemore & Sikkink, International Norm Dynamics and Political Change, 1998). For the latter we look at Gilpin and what he wrote about the new form of mercantilism (Gilpin, 1987).
This leads us to the theoretical framework used. First a look is given to the European integration theories and it is shown that these are not very capable of explaining competition policy in the European Union, since these theories have almost exclusively a state-driven view and thus do not accept other non-state entities. While these are very important when it comes to competition policy. This applies to the inclusion of ideas and changing interests as well which also barely come into play in mainstream European integration theories. 
Social constructivism claims to take ideas into account and no longer sees national interests as given, however they consider them to be changing over time and because of the interaction between states. The structure is constructed by these ideas and changes the ideas and interests itself. This way it should be capable of explaining some of the European integration and therefore competition policy (Wendt, 1994). It also promised to look more closely at the role agents and agency is playing. However this has up to this point not yet come to full fruition. 
A second theory, which might be more equipped to look at competition policy in general instead of the coming together of these policies and ideas is neo-mercantilism. Gilpin explained this to be a different form of mercantilism then the ones arising in the 19th and 18th century. This mercantilism is not focussing on military purposes or on speeding up industrialization. The goal now is to get economic supremacy or at least the survival in the world markets (Gilpin, 1987). This could explain the approval of mergers, while at the same time it could explain the stricter policies regarding cartels. It can do so by including agency in the conversation. However there are no changing interests in this theory. These are mostly fixed as by saying the national interest is always to defend oneself, economically in this case (Gilpin, 1987). 
Empirically, the thesis is based on a wide range of sources. Primarily, it stools on an extensive literature review used to explain the competition policy decisions and their origins. It will be supported this by using economic theories on the effects of mergers and of restrictive agreements in platform markets. This way the thesis is able to add to the existing literature by shining light on the reasons behind the competition policy in platform markets. 
Social constructivism will show that the ideas and norms involved with these mergers are proving them to be good, thus altering the structure in a way where competition policy sees this too. It will show that the norm is internalized by the European Commission. While from a neomercantilist viewpoint, these mergers are a means to creating large European champions which are able to defend the European interests. 
The thesis is structured as follows. The first chapter is focusing on the theoretical framework, explaining which theories are used and looking at them in more detail while also providing a critique of these theories. The second chapter outlines the methodology and offers an opertionalistaion of the main theoretical concepts. used in the research. The third chapter will consist of  the empirical analysis putting the two theories to test… of the study, with the fourth chapter showing the results in a conclusion with a discussion of possible shortcomings and future research


2. [bookmark: _Toc48557577]Theoretical framework
In this theoretical framework we will first look at European integration theory as a starting point and then move on to explore two different strands of theory in order to explain the research question. 
2.1 European integration theories
There are many different European integration theories. This means that there should be ample opportunity to explain the behaviour of the European Commission, since this is the trademark institution of European integration. Unfortunately, when it comes to competition policy the European integration theories are not living up to their potential. The theories do not seem to be able to explain competition policy. Since they are almost all state-oriented and competition policy has very little to do with states.
First came neofunctionalism. This theory explained the existence and development of the European union through spill-over effects. Haas saw these as a process where integration in one sector lead to pressure in other sectors to integrate as well (Haas, 1958, p. 383). There are political, functional and cultivated spill-over effects (Tranholm-Mikkelsen, 1991). The first one originate from the national interests of member states. The second one relates to practical effects that one policy has on other areas and the third one is related to the spill-over effects created by EU institutions. This way the actors become interdependent and embedded in complex networks of production and thus need more integration. This is very thin – and you are trying to explain the substance and not European integration. It is not that you want to explain why merger regulation has become EU policy from 1990 onwards, but why the European Commission adopts a permissive stance. Try to tease out whether and how neofunctionalism would explain this. 

There is a critique from Moravscik, who himself is a perpetrator of liberal intergovernmentalism. The first criticism was that the empirical predictions made by neofunctionalism were not coming true and therefore it has not provided a good theory of European integration (Moravcsik, Preferences and Power in the European Community: A Liberal Intergovernmentalist Approach, 1993, p. 476). A second critique he coins is that neofunctionalism is not capable of providing a theoretical basis for empirical testing. This led to the theory only being able to describe the single case of the EC and not explain other cases (ibid.). Finally neofunctionalism does not explain why national governments make the choices they make, with regard to further integration. It only describes that it happens (Moravcsik, Preferences and Power in the European Community: A Liberal Intergovernmentalist Approach, 1993, p. 477).  To elevate this to  a higher level: if not integration, how would the theory explain the substantive direction of law enforcement. Then what is the critique? Try to go beyond Moravscik and also take more critique on board. What is missing? Can you really convincingly say that this theory does deserve to be ‘tested’? here you need to convince the reader more. 
Then liberal intergovernmentalism rose up as a reaction to neofunctionalism. This theory was created by Moravcsik as a way to better explain European integration than neofunctionalism did. Liberal intergovernmentalism has a focus on the way that national governments bargain with each other and thus create agreements and regional institutions (Moravcsik, 1998). First national preferences are being formed, based on the economic interests of the country and based on the interests of the people. This is done through a logic of rationality. Then liberal intergovernmentalism makes use of bargaining theory of international cooperation. In this stage it is important to note that they believe that the transaction costs of interstate bargaining are usually low. Therefore there is no need for third parties and thus no need for institutions in this state. The third stage is the creating of regional institutions to deal with the unintended, unforeseen and unwanted consequences that arise when states commit to coordinate their policies. 
A critique on this theory is that it is based on rational choice theory. It assumes that agents are rational and have almost perfect information. Which means that the structure is the only thing that matters, because preferences are causally independent of the strategies of other actors (Moravcsik, 1998, p. 24). This means that structures shape and explain the behaviour of agents. But there is no explanation for the shifts in economic structures (Buch-Hansen, 2008). In this sense it does not take into account the actions of other actors and is dismissing the supranational institutions as being not important. However in the field of competition policy, there is one very important supranational actor, the European Commission, which has a discretionary and powerful role. Therefore this theory is not suitable to speak on this particular field. 
2.2 Social constructivism 
The theory of social constructivism can explain the permissive stance of the European Commission towards large mergers. Social constructivism was introduced as a reaction to the international relations theories realism and idealism. These theories focus on the importance of power and material interests, while constructivism has a focus on the shared ideas and understandings. Social constructivism is a theory that looks at ideas as being ‘intersubjective meanings’, which together make up a web of meaning (Neufeld, 1995, p. 77). If one wants to study the behaviour of humans, we have to take into account this web of meaning (ibid.). 
Finnemore and Sikkink believe that the interaction between humans is not shaped by material factors, but primarily by ideational factors, that these ideational factors are widely shared intersubjective ideas and beliefs, and that it is these beliefs that shape the identity but also the interests of the purposive actors (Finnemore & Sikkink, International Norm Dynamics and Political Change, 1998). 
Constructivism does not try to produce predictions, rather it is making claims about social change and the nature of social life, as argued by Finnemore and Sikkink (2001). It does not make claims about the nature of agents. These two authors are important in the literature on social constructivism. They shaped the debate on norms with their article Norm Dynamics and Political Change. Norms are defined as an appropriate or standard behaviour for actors that have a given identity (Finnemore & Sikkink, 1998, p. 891). It is different than an institution, where an institution is a collection of norms and rules. 
Finnemore and Sikkink define two types of norms: regulative norms and constitutive norms (ibid.). Regulative norms are norms that order behaviour. These are norms that make actors or policymakers follow a form of appropriate behaviour. Constitutive norms, on the other hand, are norms that that create new interests or new actors. They also differentiate between domestic and international norms. Where domestic norms are the norms that only apply in one country and international norms are standards for the behaviour of states (Finnemore & Sikkink, International Norm Dynamics and Political Change, 1998, p. 893). Usually an international norm starts as a domestic norm and then uses organizational platforms to influence and convince other states to adopt it as well, causing it to be an international norm. This can be seen with the norm of woman suffrage for instance (DuBois, 1994). It can also be the other way around, where an international norm is being adopted as a domestic norm, because the domestic actors were tied by internationally internalized norms. Finnemore and Sikkink state that the early stages of the norm lifecycle, which will be developed next, can be influenced by domestic actors, however after these early stages domestic actors have very little influence on the norm anymore (Finnemore & Sikkink, 1998). In the case of competition policy it started as domestic norms and policies, which later were integrated in the European Union and became international norms. This means the norm lifecycle theory is helpful when explaining competition policy. 
It is important to note that it is difficult to recognize norms, since there are no bad norms. Countries and state act according to the norms that they believe to be appropriate. Therefore it is impossible to look at the behaviour of a state and single out the norm it adheres to. Finnemore and Sikkink argue that it is possible to follow the trail of communications between actors in order to identify a norm (Finnemore & Sikkink, 1998, p. 892). If there is a country that does not adhere to a norm, which is deemed appropriate by most other countries, this country is being criticized for not following the norm by other actors. It then has to defend itself against the accusations and explain why they are not following the norm. This trail can then be used to find the norm in question. 


2.2.1 norm lifecycle
The construction of ideas, or norms as Finnemore and Sikkink call them, follows a pattern or life cycle (Finnemore & Sikkink, International Norm Dynamics and Political Change, 1998).  This lifecycle shows the lifespan of a norm. It starts with the emergence, after which its cascading and finally it is being internalized. This is shown in figure 1. This norm lifecycle can be used to explain the norm concerned with competition policy and show why the European Commission is adopting a permissive stance on mergers. 
Figure 1. The Norm Lifecycle (Finnemore and Sikkink, 1998: 896)

Norm Emergence		        Norm Cascade		      Norm Internalization

          Stage 1       Tipping point	              Stage 2			                Stage 3
Norm emergence 
In the first stage norms emerge. Norms evolve because there is someone or an organization that formulates the norm. These are called the norm entrepreneur. They are developing the norm and call attention to issues that they deem important. They are promoting behaviour that they think is appropriate, following a ‘logic of appropriateness’. Norms are not coming up in a vacuum. There is competition between existing norms and new norms, which the norm entrepreneurs have to try to overcome (Finnemore & Sikkink, 1998). The norm entrepreneurs are usually motivated by ideational or altruistic ideas. Since it is very difficult to promote a norm and often ‘inappropriate’ behaviour is needed to bring the new norm under attention of other actors, it is important that these norm entrepreneurs have a very strong motivation. If they have a altruistic or ideational motive, the believe that what they are promoting is in fact the right and appropriate thing to do, and therefore they are able to fight for the norm they want. However just motivation is not enough to succeed in promoting a norm. It is necessary that the norm entrepreneur has access to an organizational platform in order to articulate their message (Finnemore and Sikkink, 1998: 899). Sometimes these platforms are constructed for the purpose of articulating the norm, or the norm entrepreneurs make use of existing organizational platforms. The Red Cross for example was started as an organizational platform to promote the norm that wounded should be helped in wartime, no matter which side they were on and that health personnel was not a target. This organization still exist even though the norm is internalized now and is promoting other norms related to their original purpose. 
The main mechanism in this stage is persuasion. The norm entrepreneurs and their organizational platform have as a goal to persuade other, larger, actors in order to reach the tipping point. If this happens the norm gets put on the international agenda and more and more countries and actors adopt the norm, making it possible for the second stage to arrive. This tipping point is usually place at the point where one third of all the states have adopted the norm (ibid.: 901). It is important which countries are being persuaded into following the norm. Some states are critical. This can be seen in the norm on competition policy in the European Union. Without the support of France and Germany, there likely would not have been a norm that reached the tipping point. Once a tipping point is reached the norm life cycle moves to the second stage. 
Norm cascade 
The second stage is the norm cascade. The most important actors in this stage are not the norm entrepreneurs, but rather the individual states, international organizations and networks. As we saw before the norm is in this stage less influenced by domestic pressures and more by international pressure and influences. The processes through which other actors are convinced to follow the new norm are socialization, institutionalization and demonstration (Finnemore & Sikkink, 1998). States comply with these new norms because they care about their own identity. They want to be seen as countries that are reliable and trustworthy. By not following the norm they can be deemed to be con-compliant and this damages their reputation (ibid.). One way to do this is ‘naming and shaming’. Countries are being called out for not following the norm, which causes other countries to trust them less. It also works the other way around. A country or other actor might be willing to follow the norm, because it is positive for their identity. For instance a state may take pride in playing an important role in internationalization, which might mean that they are more likely to follow the norm. In the case of competition policy this meant that more countries within the European Union started following the norm concerning mergers. Also other actors, such as competition authorities, started following the norm concerning mergers. This led to the third stage
Norm internalization 
Norm internalization is the final stage of the norm life cycle. In this stage the norm is not questioned anymore and it is self-evident that the actors are complying with the norm. It has become a ‘habit’ instead of something that people think about. This also means that the norm is taken for granted and there is automatic conformity. This can be most easily seen in the norm against slavery. Almost everybody is following this norm, without even questioning it. There is no longer a discussion about whether or not slavery is bad. It is in internalized as being bad and put into law that it is forbidden. There is no longer a discussion where other competing norms are considered (Finnemore & Sikkink, 1998). 

2.2.2. Hypotheses 
Ideas and interests of states are the reason that the states behaviour changes. In relation to the European Commission and their behaviour this means that the interests of states and the norms that are internalized are the reasons why the EC acts this way. Therefore if this thesis wants to explain why the EC is lenient when it comes to merger regulation, it should look at the ideas and norms on this subject. The question that needs to be answered is where the European Commission is with regards to the norm life cycle. This is done through two main hypotheses and three sub hypotheses. 
The sub hypotheses are based on the first two stages of the norm life cycle and are not connected to the main research question. They merely function as a way to see if there is a norm that developed with regard to competition policy in the platform economy. This means that they are not directly related to competition policy, but rather follow the different steps in the norm life cycle. 
SH1: the norm internalisation/socialisation has been preceded by a norm entrepreneur promoting the norm that M&As are necessary in the platform economy  at an (international) platform. 
SH2: the norm that M&As are necessary has been adopted by other states, reaching a tipping point.
SH3: other states have been socialised into the norm that M&As are necessary in the platform economy

These sub hypotheses show the first two stages of the norm life cycle, where a norm entrepreneur uses a platform to promote a new norm and convinces other states to adapt the norm as well. When enough states accept the norm, a tipping point will be reached which causes the norm cascade, where other states are socialised into the norm. If all three sub hypotheses are confirmed, this leads to the first main hypothesis. These are connected to the main research question and question the reason why the European Commission is following a lenient approach when it comes to mergers and acquisitions in the platform economy. 

H1: The European Commission has adopted a lenient approach to M&As because it has been socialised into the norm that M&As are necessary in the platform economy. 

This hypothesis is related to the question where the European Commission is in the norm life cycle. If the European Commission is socialised into the norm that M&As are necessary this would explain why it has a lenient approach to M&As. If the European Commission is in the final stage of the norm cycle, it should have internalised the norm that M&As are necessary in the platform economy. Which leads us to the second hypothesis

H2: The European Commission has adopted a lenient approach to M&As because it has internalised the norm that M&As are necessary. 

2.2.3. Critique on social constructivism 
There is also critique on social constructivism. This critique consists of three questions that are related to each other. The theory of social constructivism does not answer the question whose values and ideas create state interests. It also does not answer the question which agents influence the core beliefs and structure. Finally it cannot explain why a particular set of ideas become part of the structure and not another (Bieler & Morton, 2008, p. 109). This is important because these are the interesting questions when it comes to the European Commission and their behaviour. The norm life cycle solves this to a certain extent. Since with the norm life cycle, it can be observed what ideas and norms are accepted and the process that leads to their acceptance. It answers the question whose ideas are accepted and which agents are involved. The norm life cycle theory is well accepted within the scientific community as a means to explain the emergence and adoption of norms. However, it still has problems with the question why some norms are cascading and others are not. There is also the critique that international norms mean different things for different states. The domestic policy can therefore differ, while both states follow the same international norm. International norms are diffuse because a diverse group of individual states have to follow the norm and have their own interpretation of the norm. This also applies to competition policy. It started out as a domestic norm and then became international, however there are still differences in interpretation between the individual states. 
 2.3 Neomercantilism 
	Neomercantilism evolved as theory derived from classical mercantilism. Mercantilism has been used as a theory to explain nation state policy. It is based on power and argues that states are looking to improve their independence and their security (Balaam & Dillman, 1996). States want to improve their economic activities in order to protect and build their state (Hettne, 1993, p. 211). This means that the state is more important than the free market in this theory. According to Hettne we can see that there is a contradiction between the ‘nation state logic and the free play of the market’ (ibid.). The nation state is better capable of protecting and building the state than the free market is. 
	There were four elements in the classic mercantilism that still play a role in neomercantilism. Firstly, it is argued that wealth is an absolutely essential means to power. Secondly, power is essential in the acquisition of wealth. Thirdly, both power and wealth are goals for the national policy and finally there is a harmony between these two ends. This means that power and wealth are interrelated and the nation states try to gain both. 
	Neomercantilists still consider these four elements to be important. But for the early mercantilists, there were only absolute gains in power. Since they saw power and wealth as a zero-sum game. Neomercantilists, on the other hand see also relative gains when it comes to wealth. It is possible that a country gains through the relative loss of another country. This means that there is a larger focus on economics and wealth, and less on military power in neomercantilism. 
	Neomercantilism is sometimes referred to as economic nationalism. A definition given by Pryke reads that economic nationalism should be understood as the attempt to create, bolster and protect national economies in the context of world markets (Pryke, 2012, p. 285). The theory is that all decisions are being made with the national economy in mind. It does not mean that all practices are aimed at stopping external activities. It just means that practices are done with the goal to keep control of the national economy, instead of letting it be determined by world markets alone (ibid.). 	Mercantilism or economic nationalism has a very state-centric worldview (Reznikova, Panchenko, & Bulatova, 2018, p. 275). This leads to two problems. The first being that, with the rise of global economic integration, the individual nations have less impact on their own economies and therefore a state-centric view does not give us the full picture. And secondly, it leaves out private capital for the most part, even though large multinational companies have a larger impact on national economies and thus make it more difficult to perform economic nationalism. The second critique is that the term economic nationalism is very vague and does not specify directly what kind of policy falls within its definition. Pryke solves this by pointing to the nationalist part of the theory (Pryke, 2012, p. 284). It focuses not on the economic practices, but on the question whether there is a nationalist idea behind them.
	Since this thesis has a focus on the European Commission, which is a supranational institution, we need a theory that does not only focus on states as actors, but is also capable of taking into account the supranational actors. Hettne argues that neomercantilism is capable of doing this, because, opposed to mercantilism, neomercantilism is focusing on the pursuit of regioness instead of stateness (Hettne, 1993, p. 220). This means that instead of taking the state as an individual actor, we now look at the European Union as an actor. The European Commission follows policy that improves the wealth and power of the European Union. They are trying to make economic choices which seek to discriminate in favour of particular social groups, firms or sectors understood by the decision-makers as insiders because of their territorial status. (Woll & Clift, 2012, p. 308). This leads away from the focus on nations, since the territory is not defined in the theory itself. It can be used at a regional level such as the European Union. Therefore this theory is suited to look at what a supranational institution such as the European commission is doing and why it is doing this.  Woll and Clift state that economic patriotism is mostly about the territorial references and not about the policy content. It does not only include protectionists policy, but can also include liberal economic policies as long as these work as strategy to help the interests of the insiders (Woll & Clift, 2012, p. 309). After this distinction it is necessary to look at the different policies that accompany the different ideologies. Once again the theory is distinguishing between liberal and protectionist ideologies. And the policy target is differentiated between the favouring of insiders and the resistance to outsiders (Woll & Clift, 2012, p. 316). 
2.3.1 Hypotheses
	Neomercantilism is thus focussing on advantages for the domestic competitors. Either in an absolute manner, or relative vis-à-vis other competitor states. States are looking to increase their economic wealth in order to increase their security. This leads us to the following hypotheses
H3: The European Commission has adopted a lenient approach to M&As in the platform economy because it expects an absolute comparative advantage for the EU.
	This hypothesis is concerned with absolute advantages for European Competitors. These are companies based in the European Union. If these companies earn more money and get bigger, this means that the economy of these European countries also improves, which in turn would lead to a better security for the country and the Union as a whole. The neomercantilist theory suggests that in order for a policy to be adopted, it should give the domestic competitors an advantage. So this policy should give the domestic competitors more profits. 
H4: The European Commission has adopted a lenient approach to M&As in the platform economy because it expects a relative comparative advantage for the EU vis-à-vis other competitor states or regional blocks
It is not always necessary that the domestic competitors get absolute advantages, as long as they get relative advantages vis-à-vis other competitor states. This is a different view from classical mercantilism. Neomercantilism does not view the power in the world as a zero-sum game, instead it is possible to have relative gains over other countries. When the policy adopted by the European Commission is damaging other states or is more advantageous for domestic competitors, this will also suffice for the policy to be adopted, since this would lead to relative gains for the European Union. It is expected that the European Commission adopts beggar-thy-neighbor policies in order to acquire wealth at the costs of other states. 
H5: The European Commission has adopted a lenient approach to M&As in the platform economy because it expects that it will not harm domestic competitors
Finally within this framework, the theory suggests that if no domestic competitors are harmed through the policy it can be adopted. Since this would mean that the economy and wealth of the European Union are not being harmed and thus there is no loss in power. The domestic competitors are still protected and taken into account, but are not worse off than before. 
2.3.2 Critique on neomercantilism
	An important critique on mercantilism and to a smaller extent neomercantilism has been that it has a state-centric approach. As seen above, according to Hettne, this can be remedied if one looks at the pursuit of regioness instead of stateness. This creates a wider scope and gives us a chance to use this theory for the research. 
	Secondly, one could critique this theory along the same lines that economic nationalism is critiqued. It is difficult to pinpoint exactly what type of policies are considered nationalistic or, in this case, advantageous for the European Union, since this is a wide concept. This can be solved by the focus on the territorial side of the argument instead of the focus on the policy (Woll & Clift, 2012). It is less important to state what kind of policies should be considered to fall within neomercantilism. More importantly, Woll and Clift argue that you need to look at the intention with the policy. If the intent is to secure more wealth for the region it is considered to fall within neomercantilism. 
	To summarize the logical starting point to explain the behaviour of the European Commission is with the European integration theories. However, closer examination of these has shown that they are not suited to explain competition policy, since it is an area where the European Commission has a lot of power, opposed to the European Parliament and the European Council. This leads us to other theories, the first being social constructivism. Which is chosen because it has a larger focus on ideas and how these influence policy. This can be used when it comes to competition policy. Neomercantilism is largely focused on states as actors. However this can be extended to viewing the European Union as an actor following neomercantilist policy. This theory makes less use of the nations as actors, but instead is capable to enlarge the area of interest, thereby making it possible to look at the European Commission as a supranational institution. 





3. [bookmark: _Toc48557578]Methods and operationalization
This chapter is focussed on the methods that are used to answer the research question of this thesis, which is covered in the first section of the chapter. It also elaborates on the operationalization of the theoretical concepts introduced in the chapter above. 
3.1 Methods and sources
It will make use of  a qualitative analysis. Two theoretical models are tested. On one hand this thesis uses neo-mercantilist theory and on the other hand it uses social constructivist theory to answer the research question. This will be done with the help of several independent variables and a single dependent variable, which is the lenient approach of M&As by the European Commission. 
The main method that is used is process tracing in combination with a literature analysis. This is a qualitative method, that constructs a narrative based upon the evidence that is available. Through process tracing this thesis looks back at history, to find how competition policy came to be and what reasons there were for the development in the platform economy. The goal is to find the causal mechanism through which the competition policy has evolved in general and more specifically, for the platform economy. For the collection of qualitative data it is important to follow a series of ‘rules of thumb’ (Gerring, 2017, p. 190). Firstly, sources need to be analysed according to their relevance, proximity, authenticity, validity and diversity (ibid.). Relevance means that the sources used are actually saying something about the topic under research. For proximity it is important that the source is close enough to the action. It needs to be a source where the person or the organization actually has an influence on the topic under investigation. Authenticity is related to the author of the source, it needs to be someone who is true and authentic. Validity is related to the ability to check whether the source is correct. It needs to be valid in order to be used as source. Finally, diversity is important in gathering sources in order to create data triangulation and see different sides of the story. He also stresses the need for multiple possible explanations, which is why two possible theories are being researched in this thesis. Thirdly, he emphasizes the need for a timeline to create clarity about temporal and causal interrelationships (Gerring, 2017, p. 191). These rules of thumb are taken into account, while selecting the sources. The explanatory narrative is build from a literature analysis. This analysis consists mostly of documents produced by the European Commission and research bodies connected to the European Commission, which are of course relevant when one wants to explain the behaviour of the European Commission. Secondly, speeches made by the Commissioner for competition and the president of the European Commission are analysed. Thirdly, this thesis made use of documents written up by other organizations, such as the European Court, the OECD and the European Roundtable for Industry (ERT). The narrative will examine the beginning of competition policy in Europe and specifically the start of merger policy, but the main focus will be on the period starting in 2004 when the platform economy took shape and the focus of European competition policy shifted there. This period is the most relevant for answering the research question. 
This thesis would also like to use data triangulation as a method. Data triangulation looks at different sources and different angles to confirm the results of the analysis. In this particular case data triangulation is very difficult to accomplish. Since the research question is about an explanation for the behaviour of the European Commission it is important to keep distance from what the European Commission is saying. This thesis uses the theories presented to evaluate the speeches and documents made by the European Commission and objectively look at what is happening. This thesis will use data triangulation where it is possible to confirm economic benefits or disadvantages. Moreover it will make use of the analysis of the behaviour of the European Commission done by other researchers to achieve more validity. The decisions of the European Court are also taken into account in the analysis. This can be a reference check to see if the decision made by the European Commission has a legal basis, instead of just a political one. 
3.2 Operationalization
The concepts that are key in the hypotheses derived above, have to be operationalized in order to be able to confirm or reject the hypothesis. This section is divided in two paragraphs. The first one is concerned with the variables belonging to the social constructivist theory, while the second one is concerned with the neomercantilist variables. 
3.2.1 social constructivism
The social constructivist theory that is used in this thesis, is based on the norm life cycle coined by Finnemore and Sikkink (Finnemore & Sikkink, International Norm Dynamics and Political Change, 1998). They define a norm as ‘a standard of appropriate behavior for actors with a given identity’ (Finnemore & Sikkink, International Norm Dynamics and Political Change, 1998, p. 891). There are several distinct phases in the norm life cycle, as seen above. In these distinct phases there should be possibilities to recognise a norm and follow its development, as well as the behaviour of states with regards to the norm. 
This thesis has two main hypotheses based on social constructivism and three sub hypotheses. These will be operationalized in the following section starting with the sub hypotheses and building to the main hypotheses. 
SH1: the norm internalisation/socialisation has been preceded by a norm entrepreneur promoting the norm that M&As are necessary in the platform economy  at an (international) platform. 
	This hypothesis is based on the first stage of the norm cycle, norm emergence, where norm entrepreneurs start promoting a norm in order to gain momentum and have the norm institutionalized. These norm entrepreneurs are likely using platforms to have their voice heard. For this reason this thesis looked at the media and at reports by platforms to see if and who the norm entrepreneurs are. 
SH2: the norm that M&As are necessary has been adopted by other states, reaching a tipping point.
	In the norm emergence stage the norm entrepreneurs convince other states and actors to follow the norm, thereby creating a large enough mass to reach a tipping point which leads into the second stage, the norm cascade. These states become norm leaders and will start to socialize other states into the norm as well. This could be seen in the same way as the original norm entrepreneurs are found. For this hypothesis reports by governments and organizations will be analysed to find evidence of promoting of the norm. If it is shown that the European Commission or the European Roundtable for Industrialists, for example, present papers or give speeches in which they promote mergers in the platform economy or in the economy in general, we can see that the norm is being promoted. 

SH3: other states have been socialised into the norm that M&As are necessary in the platform economy
	This hypothesis involves the second stage, the norm cascade, where other states are being socialised into the norm by norm leaders. This means that norm leaders try to change the behaviour of other states or organizations and get them to follow the norm as well. Evidence for this can be found in the official documents published by states and international organizations. These documents should show whether states have adopted the new norm. States thus have to be positive towards the norm promoters and the norm itself. Which leads us to the first main hypothesis. This can be seen through the documents of the European Commission. If these show that M&As are necessary in the platform economy it means that other states are also socialised into this. This can also be seen by the treaties and regulations that are signed. If enough countries are on board a new regulation can be signed, showing that there is indeed a norm cascade. 
H1: The European Commission has adopted a lenient approach to M&As because it has been socialised into the norm that M&As are necessary. 
	This hypothesis zooms in on the European Commission and its approach towards M&As. All three sub hypotheses need to be confirmed, in order for this hypothesis to be able to be confirmed. The evidence for this hypothesis can be found in the documents published by the European Commission, such as white papers or speeches. In order to confirm this hypothesis there should be evidence that the European Commission has a positive stance towards the norm promoters and the norm itself. We should also find evidence from other actors that they are putting pressure on the European Commission to adopt the norm, creating the socialisation process. Evidence from this could be found in the official documents of states or the reaction on papers published by the European Commission. Socialization refers to the process of inducting individuals into the norms and rules of a given community. The mechanism through which this happens can range from conscious to sub-conscious as we saw above. For example, naming and shaming or mimicking of the other states and organizations (Hooghe, 2005, p. 865). 

H2: The European Commission has adopted a lenient approach to M&As because it has internalised the norm that M&As are necessary. 
	The last stage is the internalization stage. In this stage the norm originally promoted by norm entrepreneurs is internalized by the European Commission. This means it is no longer up for discussion and accepted by the European Commission. This is possible if all the above hypotheses have been confirmed. Evidence for this can be found in the documents by the European Commission as well. We should find policy and statements that show that the European Commission is following the norm and no longer discusses other options. If evidence is found that there are discussions about competition policy and how to handle the platform economy, this means that the norm is actually not internalized. 

3.2.2. neomercantilism
The neo mercantilist theory led to three hypotheses in the theoretical chapter above. These hypotheses are mostly based on the advantages the policy has for the European Commission and the European Union. These will be operationalized in the following section. 
H3: The European Commission has adopted a lenient approach to M&As in the platform economy because it expects an absolute comparative advantage for the EU.
The first hypothesis focusses on the absolute comparative advantage that the lenient approach should have. This means that the policy with regard to M&As should lead to absolute profits for the European Union. This means that the companies or consumers in the European Union should earn more money than without this policy. This can be achieved in multiple ways. First of all it will be seen through higher profits for the companies active in the platform economy than they can achieve without the mergers. This is the case if there are significant economies of scale in the platform economy. Larger economies of scale lead to lower costs and thus higher profits for the firms. Secondly, it can be seen through lower prices for consumers, thereby leading to benefits for consumers. Thirdly, it could lead to more innovation, which lead to better products for the consumers in the European Union. It might also lead to higher employment within the European Union, due to the success of the platform economy. The evidence for this hypothesis can be found in documents published by the European Commission on the effects of their competition policy. There is also data available on the performance of platform companies in the European Union. If these show that there is a better performance for this sector or better results for the consumers the hypothesis is considered confirmed. An important note with this hypothesis, is that it is very difficult to look into the future and predict if there are going to be higher profits for the companies and lower prices for the consumers. Therefore this thesis will look at the expectations of the European Commission. If the European Commission expects that there are absolute advantages for the European Union, this will show in their speeches and documents and thus lead to evidence for this hypothesis. 
H4: The European Commission has adopted a lenient approach to M&As in the platform economy because it expects a relative comparative advantage for the EU vis-à-vis other competitor states or regional blocks
This hypothesis is about the relative profits that the European Commission can gain compared to other states. In this case the policy that is initiated by the European Commission should lead to higher profits for the European Union than for other competitor states. For the third hypothesis, this thesis looked at the absolute advantages resulting from this policy. In order for this hypothesis to be confirmed these advantages need to be higher than those of other states. The policy adopted by the European Commission does not only effect the companies within the European Union, but also has an effect on the platform economy in competitor states. If the policy adopted by the European Commission results in lower performance in competitor states this would show relative advantages for the European Union. The evidence for this could be found in the documents published by the European Commission, as well as by other competitor states or international organizations. Here again, it is mostly about expectations. In the speeches and documents provided by the European Commission it should become clear that they expect a relative advantage by stating that the European Union is better off or that other countries are worse off because of the policy. 
H5: The European Commission has adopted a lenient approach to M&As in the platform economy because it expects that it will not harm domestic competitors
This final hypothesis is based on the assumption that the policy created by the European Commission is not harmful to the companies that are present in the platform economy. Since it is not considered harmful for domestic companies there is no reason not to implement the policy. Evidence for this could be found in the documents published by the European Commission, which show their views on competition policy and the likely effects it has. It can be explicitly mentioned that the policy will not harm domestic competitors.  






















4. [bookmark: _Toc48557579]Empirical Analysis
This sector is outlining the empirical analysis performed to answer the research question. In the first section the development of the platform economy is explained. After which the development of the merger policy within the European Union is explained. After this the two are combined to look at the theories used and their hypotheses. In the last paragraph the section is summarized. 
4.1 The rise of the platform economy
In order to be able to say something about the stance of the European Commission when it comes to mergers and acquisitions in the platform economy, first needs to be explained what the platform economy is and how it came to be. 
	The term two-sided markets gained significance through Jean-Charles Rochet and Jean Tirole in 2003. Their paper ‘Platform Competition in Two-Sided Markets’ marked the starting point of scientific interest in this topic. Their focus was largely on ‘offline’ markets. They looked at payment systems and video game consoles, among others (Rochet & Tirole, 2003). Two-sided markets are markets were the companies have to deal with two different kinds of customers. In a normal market the company sells a good or service to the consumer and only has one price to worry about. In a two-sided market, the company has to set a price for both sides of the market and has two distinct groups of consumers. If we look at the video game console market, for example. The companies that produce consoles have to worry about the consumer buying the console and at the same time they have to get developers to produce video games that are compatible with their console. The gamers want the console for which the most games are being developed, while the developers are developing for the console with the most gamers. This leads to positive network effects. The larger the one group, the more attractive for the other group (Rochet & Tirole, 2003). 
	With the arrival of the internet and cloud-based computing, there is a rise in online platforms. These are companies that are using the internet to invade in existing markets or create entirely new markets (Vallas & Schor, 2020). Examples of this involve e-commerce platforms, such as Amazon, and content platforms, such as Netflix. These are taking away from the more traditional companies in the sense that people no longer need to go to a brick-and-mortar retail store (ibid.). There is also social media, which is an entirely new market phenomenon. Facebook provides a service for customers to connect with each other and showcase their lives, while at the same time providing advertisers the opportunity to reach a large audience on their platform. Once again, this means that Facebook is dealing with two sides and two sets of prices. It is providing the service for free to customers on Facebook, in order to create a large user base, which is attractive for advertisers and thus leads them to charge advertisers a hefty amount to advertise on their website. 
	Martin Kenney and John Zysman provide us with some interesting views of the platform economy in their article the rise of the platform economy. They state that regardless of the platform, all of them are based on mobilizing human beings to contribute (Kenney & Zysman, 2016). Google is monetizing our searches, while Facebook is monetizing our social networks. Uber is monetizing our cars. All of them depend on the digitization of value-creating human activities (ibid.). This means that these companies are earning money based on the value that their human consumers are providing. As can be seen from the logic of two-sided markets, it is important that you have as many consumers as possible on both sides of the market, because this leads to network effects and thus a possible lock-in effect. 
	As Kenney and Zysman argue, most platforms by their very nature are proven to be winner-take-all markets (ibid.). In most of these markets only one or maybe two companies will survive and become a virtual monopolist and thus appropriate a large portion of the value created by the users on the platform. This can be seen in the case of Google. Because Google has created a large user base, it can use much more data than the second largest search engine. This leads to more opportunities to better their search algorithm and thus create an even better search engine and capture more users. And the more users they have, the more advertisers will be interested which takes profits away from the other companies in the search engine market. Both consequences leading to a monopolist situation. The same situation is happening when it comes to social media. Facebook has positioned itself as the largest social media website. This means that most people will be on Facebook, because all your friends are there. There is no logical explanation to be on a different social media platform, because you cannot connect with your friends there. This once again leads to a monopolistic market. 
Most of the online platforms are based in the United States of America and in Asia (Evans P. , 2016). Europe is a very large consumer of these platforms. However, it does not have many indigenous European platforms. 
	In these markets, there are also takeovers and mergers taking place. Creating even more large monopolistic companies. This can be seen through the takeover of Instagram and Whatsapp by Facebook. These were competitors on the market for social media, however because of the takeover they are now working together. Which is where the European Commission comes into the picture. These large companies are becoming even larger through mergers, and the European Commission is accepting this. Not everybody is agreeing with this development, because there are worries that this leads to a lock-in effect, which is not beneficial for the users of the platforms and the consumers in the European Union. 


4.2 The early development of merger policy
In order to be able to say something about the merger policy on the platform economy in the European Union it is important to know how the general merger policy came to be. This will be explained in this section. 
In the early days after the second world war, the groundwork for the current European Union was laid, with the treaty on the European Coal and Steel Community (European Coal and Steel Community Treaty, 1951). The High authority was established, which had the job to oversee the coalition of countries in the ECSC and make sure that the Treaty’s objectives were met (Nugent & Rhinard, 2015). In the ECSC Treaty there were rules concerning anticompetitive conduct and a form of merger policy. Article 60 prohibited unfair competitive pricing as well as discriminatory practices (European Coal and Steel Community Treaty, 1951, pp. 87-89). In article 66 the merger policy is outlined. It states that every transaction needs to be authorised by the High Authority before it can be carried out. This will only be the case if the resulting undertaking does not have the power to determine prices, control or restrict production or hinder effective competition (European Coal and Steel Community Treaty, 1951, pp. 101-108). This means that the High Authority has exclusive jurisdiction over all mergers and acquisitions involving coal and steel companies.
The main instigators of the ESCS Treaty were the governments of Germany, France and the US (Buch-Hansen, 2008, p. 97). It contained the competition rules because of the antitrust philosophy that was present in the US as well as the ordoliberal ideas that were present in Germany (ibid.). This led to a situation where competition was valued and anti-competitive behaviour was disapproved. 
The rules were however not enforced the way that was expected. Not one concentration was prohibited and the enforcement of other provisions was also limited (Gerber, 1994, p. 342). In Germany there was a process of re-concentration, which was allowed by the High Authority (Buch-Hansen, 2008, p. 98). 
The next step was taken when the European Common market was created with the EC Treaty. In the Messina declaration the six countries that were part of the ECSC showed their intent to continue the competition policy set out in the ECSC Treaty by stating that the ‘European Common Market requires the development of rules assuring the free play of competition within the Common Market, particularly in such a way as to exclude all preferences of a national basis’ (Messina, 1955). In the EC Treaty there was no more mention of merger policy (Cini & McGowan, 2009). It did create the European Commission, which was the successor of the High Authority. The competition policy that was included consisted of two articles concerning cartels and abuse of dominant position (article 85 and 86) and two articles concerning state aid (article 90 and 92). This was a combination of the view of the German and the French government. Where the German government was influenced by an ordoliberal view, originating from the Freiburg university and the French government had a more pro-concentration standpoint. The resulting Treaty was a combination of both ideas and formulated in a vaguely manner to accommodate both viewpoints. 
Merger policy in the European Union only came into effect in 1990. But there were talks about it as well as attempts by the European Commission to initiate merger policy well before that. The Commission already started their attempts to conduct merger policy in the 1970s (Cini & McGowan, 2009). However the Council did not agree with this and kept voting it down. Eventually the European Commission started to use the existing articles as a way to influence the merger policy. It started with the Continental Can Case (Buch-Hansen, 2008, p. 133). The European Commission used article 86 to prevent the merger. The European court however did not agree with the specifics of the case, but it did hold up the interpretation of the European Commission of article 86 (Buch-Hansen, 2008, p. 134). This resulted in the possibility of the European Commission to prevent mergers and acquisitions and exert influence in this area. There were some setbacks to this method, because the European Commission could only influence the mergers were a dominant position was already involved and it could be proven that there was an abuse of this dominant position. The first draft proposal was send to the Council in 1973. This did not succeed because there were too many countries that had a national-mercantilist point of view (Buch-Hansen, 2008, p. 137). Among these were France and the UK. These countries wanted to keep the power of mergers and acquisition at a national level instead of the supranational level. 
Finally in 1989 there was a merger control regulation that was accepted by the Council. This was the result of a change in the standpoint of the national governments that were previously having a national-mercantilist point of view. These governments now shared a neoliberal view, which opened the door for a policy on the European level. The European Commission shifted its standpoint from the Euro-mercantilist view to the Neoliberal view. And capital actors were starting to see the impact that the use of article 86 had by the European Commission. There was a rise in uncertainty and at the same time, there was a sharp growth in the number of mergers and acquisitions that had a transnational element (Buch-Hansen, 2008). These shifted positions made sure that there was room to negotiate a proposal that would stand. So in 1989 merger regulation based in the neoliberal ideas found its way through the Council and was adopted for the European Commission to work with. 
Regulation 17 was then implemented based on neoliberal ideas to give the European Commission the power to pursue the merger policy and actually enforce this. The European Commission did not take into account industrial or social policy considerations when it was regulating mergers (Buch-Hansen, 2008, p. 247). When Regulation 17 was revised in 2003, there was only discussion on small issues that fell within the neoliberal ideas, such as the threshold or what test to use in order to determine if a merger had a anti-competitive effect. This did not lead to a significant change in the neoliberal ideas that supported merger policy within the European Union. 
Around 2010 the platform economy and the digital market became an important issue for the European Commission. The question was risen if the current merger policy is suitable to deal with these fast-evolving platform markets. 



















5. [bookmark: _Toc48557580]Empirical analysis for the platform economy
In this chapter the operationalized hypotheses will be tested. This will be done in two sections. The first section will focus on the operationalized hypotheses belonging to the social constructivist theory, while the second section will focus on the operationalized hypotheses belonging to the neomercantilist theory. 
5.1 Social constructivism
SH1: the norm internalisation/socialisation has been preceded by a norm entrepreneur promoting the norm that M&As are necessary in the platform economy  at an (international) platform. 
This first sub hypothesis can be confirmed if we find norm entrepreneurs that are promoting the norm that it is essential for the platform economy that mergers and acquisitions take place. If we first look at the general evolution of merger policy we saw above that there were norm entrepreneurs pushing for neoliberal ideas, in which the only criteria for merger policy would be competition. These were the governments of France and to a certain extent some large capital actors who used the platform such as the European Roundtable for Industry to push for a one-stop-shop in European merger policy. As seen above there were also norm entrepreneurs pushing for the norm that merger policy should be used to create an ordered competition. The Ordoliberals did not want to see large companies and many mergers. However this norm did not succeed in becoming internalized. Commissioner Brittan could also be seen as a norm entrepreneur, since he was ‘solely in favour of a pure competition regulation’ (interview quoted in Buch-Hansen, 2008, p. 185). That means that Brittan was only interested in promoting competition and did not take into account other policy criteria, when regulating mergers. 
When looking at the platform economy in particular, we see that Joaquin Almunia is an important norm promoter. He believes that digital markets should remain competitive and open to innovation. The multi-sided networks should remain as open as possible (Almunia, 2010). This means that he wants competition to take place in these markets, not only price-competition but also competition with regards to innovation. 
The OECD Roundtable has published a paper on two-sided markets in response to the European Commission (Roundtable, 2009). They stress the idea that competition on these markets is no longer just about price competition on one side, where a consumer may be attracted by a lower price. There is now the possibility for competition on both sides and even within platform competition. The OECD Roundtable states that the principles of competition policy stay the same in multi-sided markets, with a note that there are errors to avoid. Such as the failure to identify two-sided platforms, or to treat each side in isolation (ibid. p.28). This means that they are promoting the same norms for platform economies as they do for ‘normal’ markets. 
This hypothesis is confirmed because it is possible to identify norm entrepreneurs who used organizational platforms to promote the norm that M&As are necessary. 
SH2: the norm that M&As are necessary in the platform economy has been adopted by other states, reaching a tipping point.
The norm that M&As are necessary in general can be seen through the development of first EC Treaty. In this Treaty there was no regulation for mergers and no way to prohibit them. The main ideas for this Treaty were given by the German and French governments. These two countries were norm leaders and made sure that the other states in the European Common Market followed the norm as well (Buch-Hansen, 2008). After this fact the six original countries emerged as norm leaders.
The European Community continued to grow. More countries joined and it evolved into the European Union, thereby creating more and more states that adopt the norms that are adopted by the European Union. In the end leading to the acceptance of regulation 17, which made sure that merger policy could be enforced. In the strategy for 2020 by the European Union, which was accepted by all European states it is also mentioned that the digital agenda is a very important part of the coming years. 
This hypothesis is confirmed, because there is evidence that more states have adopted the norm that M&As are necessary and as such creating a norm cascade. 
 
SH3: other states have been socialised into the norm that M&As are necessary in the platform economy
For other states to be socialised into the norm, we need to see that the norm leaders identified in the section above, are working to convince other states to adopt the same norms as they have. This can be seen through the enlargement process of the European Union. The countries that wish to join had to comply with the competition policy created by the European Commission, including the norm that M&As are necessary in the platform economy. It is also seen that the European Commission is working in the International Competition Network in order to socialise other states that are not part of the European Union into the norms that the European Union adopted (European Commission , 2015, p. 17). Once again, the strategy for 2020 shows that the digital market is very important and that the companies should be able to merge, thereby leading to larger companies in the platform economy. 
This hypothesis is confirmed, because it can be shown that other European states as well as non-European states have been socialised into the norm through various international platforms. 

H1: The European Commission has adopted a lenient approach to M&As in the platform economy because it has been socialised into the norm that M&As are necessary. 
The European Commission moved in the 1980s from a Euro-mercantilist idea of merger regulation towards a neoliberal idea of merger regulation, through the impact of Commissioner Brittan and the member states, such as Germany and the UK. The transnational capital actors, such as the Roundtable were also moving in this direction, forcing the European Commission to follow as seen above. As seen above, the European Commission did not have a merger policy before, but adopted one after the pressure of the multinational companies. Thereby being socialized into doing so. 
This hypothesis is confirmed to the extent that the European Commission started as a Euro-mercantilist agency and then changed into a neoliberal promoter due to pressure of other actors. 

H2: The European Commission has adopted a lenient approach to M&As in the platform economy because it has internalised the norm that M&As are necessary. 
The European commission appeared to have had an Euro-Mercantilist view. In which the idea was that there needed to be European Champions. This would mean that the European Commission was in favour of a lenient approach to M&As, because these would lead to larger European companies and thus companies that would be better able to handle the competition outside of the European Union. 
As seen above, when regulation 17 was revised in 2003. There was no discussion as to the neoliberal norm that competition is the most important thing. The only real discussions were on the thresholds and on the question what test to use, showing that the norm is internalized (Buch-Hansen, 2008). 
With regards to the platform economy, we find Alexander Italianer, former secretary-general of the European Commission. He said in a speech that ‘firms in the digital world should compete on the basis of their merit in terms of quality, price and innovation. While stimulating excellence, we also need to act against abuses of dominance when they occur’ (Italianer, 2010). Once again we see that only the abuse of dominance needs to be prevented and not dominance in itself showing that the norm that M&As are necessary is indeed internalized and being promoted by the European Commission. 
Another example through which it can be seen that the European Commission has internalised the norm that M&As are good, is through the international cooperation in which the European Commission is leading the way. The European Commission has a leading role in the International Competition Network (European Commission, 2011) and is promoting the norm, which it has internalised itself. 
This hypothesis is confirmed, since evidence shows that there is no more discussion whether mergers are necessary and the European Commission is promoting the norm in other organizations. 



5.2 Neomercantilism 
H3: The European Commission has adopted a lenient approach to M&As in the platform economy because it expects an absolute comparative advantage for the EU.
This hypothesis tries to pair the lenient approach with the absolute advantage for the European Union. In the platform economy only 4% of the market capitalisation is in the European Union (European Commission, 2016). This means that domestic competitors cannot profit that much from the lenient policy, simply because there are almost no domestic competitors. 
In the report on competition policy by the European Commission from 2010 the European Commission states that the competition policy should deliver for consumers and for businesses (European Commission, 2010, p. 4). So it does have the intention to deliver absolute advantages for businesses. 
However, there are also consumers in the European Union, which might profit in absolute terms from the merger policy from the European Commission. This is the case if the merger and acquisition policy leads to larger companies and thus economies of scale. The European Commission does say that this is the case in their strategy for 2020 and multiple speeches. However, since most of the platforms are free to use for consumers, think of Google, Facebook, Airbnb, this would mean that the only absolute advantage consumers can have is an indirect one, through lower costs for the companies and thus less advertisements. 
This hypothesis cannot be confirmed, since it is very difficult to establish an absolute advantage for competitors when there are very few domestic competitors active in the platform economy. 
H4: The European Commission has adopted a lenient approach to M&As in the platform economy because it expects a relative comparative advantage for the EU vis-à-vis other competitor states or regional blocks
This hypothesis is focussing on the relative advantage for the EU vis-à-vis other competitor states. That means that we are no longer looking at the absolute advantages only, but also at the comparison between the European Union and other countries. The lenient approach to M&As creates economies of scale and more efficient competitors according to the European Commission (European Commission, 2011). The European Commission promotes competition based on merits, such as quality of products and services. Thus if a merger leads to better quality of products or services it is allowed and this will lead to benefits for consumers, who get a better or cheaper product. If the European Commission were to prevent these mergers that have positive effects for consumers, only consumers in other states or regions would get the benefits. While European consumers do not get the benefits. This would lead to a relative disadvantage for European consumers.
This hypothesis is confirmed, because the evidence shows that by following this policy European consumers can benefit from the efficiency and innovation of non-European companies in the platform economy, thereby not creating a disadvantage relative to other states. This is also shown in the speech by Alexander Italianer in 2014 at the 47th Innsbruck Symposium.
H5: The European Commission has adopted a lenient approach to M&As in the platform economy because it expects that it will not harm domestic competitors
This hypothesis is based on the idea that from a neomercantilist perspective, the domestic competitors need to be protected. If the chosen policy does not harm the domestic competitors this goal is achieved. 
The European Commission has written a report and send it to the European Parliament and Council on the emergences of online platforms and the digital single market opportunities and challenges for Europe (European Commission, 2016). In this report it is stated that the EU currently represents only 4% of the total market capitalisation of the largest online platforms. The majority of platforms originate in the US and Asia. This would mean that even with a lenient approach to M&As that might be harmful to competitors, these competitors are most likely not originated in the European Union and therefore the policy will not harm domestic competitors. It also states that users should be able to switch platforms easily, which should make sure that there is the possibility for new domestic competitors to enter the market even when this lenient policy is continued. This was also confirmed when the European Commission approved the acquisition of Whatsapp by Facebook. This merger was approved without conditions, because the commission stated there was still sufficient remaining competition and a low barrier to entry, resulting in no harm for domestic competitors (European Commission , 2015, pp. 4-5). 
This hypothesis is confirmed, because the European Commission has shown that even with mergers of large outside competitors there is still room for entry by domestic competitors and therefor no harm is done to domestic competitors. 




6. [bookmark: _Toc48557581]Conclusion
This thesis has delved into the developments of the merger policy when it comes to the platform economy in the European Union. The European Commission has adopted a permissive stance when it comes to merger in the platform economy. Almost all mergers that are notified to the European Commission are accepted, most of them without any further commitments. This seems to create large multinational companies in the platform economy, which are functioning as monopolists. The question rises if these companies are in fact monopolists and if there is still room for competition. There are multiple sources who state that there is less competition now, because of all the mergers and therefore it is interesting to look at the permissive stance of the European Commission. 
	This thesis has looked at this permissive stance through two strands of theory. First it looked at social constructivism and the norm life cycle of Finnemore and Sikkink. This looked at the emergence of the norm that mergers are in fact a good thing in the platform economy. This theory was capable of explaining the stance of the European Commission. It is shown that in the past the norm that mergers are good emerged through the help of norm entrepreneurs, such as certain commissioners, but also international organizations formed out of multinational companies. These norm entrepreneurs promoted the norm, because they had an ideational standpoint. They believed that mergers cause economies of scale and therefore are good for the economy and good for all consumers. The other states were socialized into this norm and started to put pressure on the European Commission, which was then also socialized into the norm. With the new regulation that was adopted in 2004, there was no longer a discussion as to the question if neoliberal policies and thus mergers were actually a good thing. The only discussion that took place was the question of the threshold at which point a merger became the problem for the European Commission. This shows that the norm that mergers and acquisitions are a good thing is indeed internalized by the European Commission. Secondly, the European Commission is using international competition policy organizations, such as the International Competition Network to promote the norm that mergers and acquisitions are a good thing. The simple fact that they are promoting the norm themselves, shows that they have indeed internalized it. 
	For neomercantilism the story lies a bit more difficult. This theory tried to explain the permissive stance of the European Commission through the theory of absolute and relative gains for the European companies and consumers. From the viewpoint of European companies and the absolute profits they stand to make it is very difficult to see these profits, since only a very small proportion of the platform companies originate in the European Union. The largest proportion of platform companies originate in the United States of America or have their basis in Asia. This means that the policy adopted by the European Commission barely has an absolute advantage for the domestic companies. However, the thing with the platform economy is that there are multiple sides to the market. The consumers of the European Union might benefit from the policy that the European Commission is following. This can be through economies of scale and lower costs for consumers. However most of the services, such as Facebook and Google, are free to use for consumers. So it is difficult to see how this would translate to benefits for the consumers. There are however relative advantages. If this policy is being followed and as the European Commission expects, it leads to larger economies of scale and more innovation in the platform economy, this means that the consumers living in the European Union have a wider choice of platforms. Not only this, but they also have a better quality of platforms to choose from. These are relative advantages, because the European Union is getting better off, while the other countries are remaining the same. The last hypothesis stated that the policy would be adopted if it was not harmful for domestic competitors. As shown above, there are very few domestic competitors. So the existing competitors are not harmed. The European Commission believes that these mergers do not provide a barrier to entry, which would mean that there is also no harm for future domestic platform companies. 
	Overall social constructivism is better capable of explaining the permissive stance of the European Commission, because it can use the role of ideas and norms. While for neomercantilism, there is a lack of domestic companies and thus no real need to protect these companies. 
	This research has a slight lack in empirical data. The platform economy, especially online, is a relative new phenomenon and a lot is still unknown. The research is therefore mostly done through a logical form of reasoning and with use of speeches and documents provided by the European Commission. Articles and reports have been published, but these were mostly of a normative nature and coming from the European Commission. Thereby not providing the full picture. 
	 Future research on this topic should focus on the ability to compete in these online platform markets. This was beyond the scope of this thesis. This is highly relevant, because there are many things unclear about the ability to compete and what makes a platform successful. In the past there has been takeovers of a monopolist position in the platform economy. On social media everybody was on MySpace, before Facebook started to gain traction. Google was not the first search engine to become large enough to be called a monopolist. It is interesting to do research to what extent it is possible to have competition in these markets. Based on that research it is also possible to get a better explanation for the merger policy that is being employed by the European Commission. Secondly, it is interesting to do research in the effects of mergers in comparison to the effects of the fines that are being issued by the European Commission when it comes to abuse of the dominant position by these large and dominant platform economies. 
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