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Preface
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This book began as a question I could not stop asking: why do some digital platforms scale effortlessly across borders while others are banned, blocked, or forced to completely reinvent their legal identity before they can operate in a new market?

The conventional answer — that the better product always wins — collapsed the moment I started looking seriously at the data. TikTok and Huawei did not stumble because of product deficiencies. They stumbled because of where they came from. This book is an attempt to explain that phenomenon rigorously, and to show what companies and governments can actually do about it.

The research draws on a unique dataset of 173 global unicorn companies observed from 2000 to 2026, linked to the Geopolitical Risk Index developed by Caldara and Iacoviello. The findings are presented at three levels simultaneously: deep academic theory for researchers, clear strategic frameworks for business executives, and practical policy guidance for government officials. Chapters are deliberately written to serve all three audiences — each begins with learning objectives, contains real case studies with named companies, and ends with discussion questions.

I am grateful to my colleagues at Brainware University, Kolkata, for the intellectual environment that made this work possible, and to the International Business Review for the stylistic and theoretical benchmarks that shaped the academic framing.

Dr. Syed Ibtisam Nafis

Kolkata, India — 2026
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How to Use This Book
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This book is designed to be accessible to three distinct audiences simultaneously, and each chapter is structured to serve all three.

	Audience

	Background Assumed

	Recommended Focus

	Expected Outcome

	Academic Researchers

	PhD / postgraduate IB knowledge

	Theory sections, methodology, appendix

	New hypotheses, research extensions


	MBA Students & Executives

	Business degree or 5+ years experience

	Case studies, strategy chapters, frameworks

	Actionable strategic tools


	Policy Officials

	Government or regulatory experience

	Policy chapters (Ch 14), case studies

	Regulatory design insights


	General Business Reader

	No specialist knowledge needed

	Chapter openers, case boxes, summaries

	Conceptual understanding of digital geopolitics



Table 0.1: Reader Guide — How Different Audiences Should Approach This Book

Every chapter follows the same structure: (1) a chapter-opening quote that captures the core idea, (2) clear learning objectives, (3) explanatory prose that moves from simple to complex, (4) case study boxes that apply theory to real firms, (5) tables and figures that visualize key data, (6) a chapter summary, and (7) discussion questions for classroom or boardroom use.

Key terms are highlighted and defined in boxes the first time they appear. A full glossary is embedded in the methodological appendix.
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Figure 1: The Strategy Tripod Framework — Central Theoretical Architecture of Dr. Nafis's Research
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	“Research without consequences is an indulgence. The test of a theoretical contribution is not whether it advances scholarly discourse — though it must do that — but whether it equips the people making real decisions with frameworks that are better than what they had before.”

— Dr. Syed Ibtisam Nafis



PART I

The Geopolitical Turn in Digital Business

Foundations of Theory, Evidence, and Method

Chapter 1

The End of Borderless Digitalization

	"The world is no longer flat — at least not for digital platforms. Where you come from now determines where you are allowed to go."

— Adapted from observations on TikTok's regulatory battles, 2024



	🎯 LEARNING OBJECTIVES — By the End of This Chapter You Will Be Able To:

1.  Understand why digital platform firms were once considered "borderless" and why that assumption has broken down

2.  Describe the three phases of digital globalization from 2000 to 2026

3.  Define "corporate nationality" and explain why it has become a primary strategic concern

4.  Recognize the difference between traditional MNEs and digital platform firms in terms of geopolitical exposure
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1.1  The World Was Supposed to Be Flat
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Cast your mind back to the year 2010. Amazon was expanding into new countries almost monthly. Facebook had just crossed 500 million users globally. Uber was about to launch in a second city. Across Silicon Valley, Shanghai, and Bengaluru, the dominant belief was that the internet had done something remarkable: it had effectively abolished borders as a meaningful constraint on commerce.

This was not just wishful thinking. There was genuine evidence for it. A software platform built in San Francisco could serve users in São Paulo, Stockholm, and Seoul with almost zero marginal cost per user once the product was built. The code did not need to cross a border in any physical sense — it simply ran on servers that happened to be connected to a global network. For the first time in history, a company could be truly global from day one.

Thomas Friedman captured this mood in his best-selling book The World Is Flat (2005), arguing that technology had levelled the competitive playing field across nations. In the world of digital business, this philosophy translated into a specific strategic doctrine: move fast, scale globally, let network effects do the work, and trust that regulatory environments would eventually catch up with the technology.

	📖 KEY DEFINITION

Digital Platform Firm (DPF)

An enterprise whose business model relies on mediating interactions between two or more distinct groups of users — such as buyers and sellers, drivers and passengers, or content creators and viewers — through a standardized digital interface. The platform earns value by enabling and governing these interactions rather than by producing goods itself.

Example: Uber connects drivers and passengers. Amazon connects sellers and buyers. TikTok connects content creators and viewers.



What made DPFs seem uniquely suited to a borderless world was their structural characteristics. Unlike a car manufacturer — which needs factories, supply chains, dealerships, and thousands of local employees before it can sell a single vehicle in a foreign country — a digital platform requires, at minimum, a server connection and a translated app. The marginal cost of serving an additional user in a new country is close to zero. This "asset-light" quality seemed to exempt DPFs from the geographic friction that had always constrained traditional multinationals.

The numbers seemed to confirm the theory. Between 2010 and 2018, the fastest-growing digital platforms were expanding into new countries at a pace that would have been literally impossible for a physical goods company. Airbnb went from operating in 2 countries to over 190 in less than eight years. Uber expanded to 70 countries in just four. WhatsApp reached a billion users across dozens of languages before most of its engineering team had ever visited most of the countries it served.

	Platform

	Year Founded

	Countries by Year 5

	Countries by Year 10

	Speed (countries/year)

	Uber

	2009

	28

	71

	7.1


	Airbnb

	2008

	34

	191

	18.3


	WhatsApp

	2009

	180+

	180+

	36+


	TikTok (ByteDance)

	2016

	150+

	150+

	30+


	Grab

	2012

	6

	8

	0.8


	Average Traditional MNE

	—
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	3–5

	8–12

	1.0–1.5



Table 1.1: Expansion Speed Comparison — DPFs vs. Traditional MNEs
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1.2  When the Borders Came Back
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The borderless dream began to crack in the mid-2010s, and by the early 2020s it had shattered entirely. The cracks appeared gradually, then all at once — a pattern that would become familiar across many domains of the digital economy.

The first major fracture came with revelations about data privacy. In 2013, Edward Snowden disclosed that the US National Security Agency had been using American technology platforms — including Google and Facebook — as surveillance infrastructure. The immediate political reaction was an assertion of digital sovereignty: several European governments announced plans to restrict or regulate the flow of data to US-based platforms. This was the moment when the question "where is your data?" ceased to be merely a technical issue and became a political one.

The second fracture came with the Cambridge Analytica scandal of 2018, which demonstrated that platform data could be weaponized for political manipulation at a national scale. When it became clear that Facebook data had been used in attempts to influence both the 2016 US presidential election and the Brexit referendum, governments around the world began asking a question that would reshape the entire regulatory landscape: should platforms that can influence the political process be subject to the same national security scrutiny as any other form of critical infrastructure?

The answer, increasingly, was yes. And for DPFs whose origins lay in geopolitically adversarial countries — most significantly China — the logic of national security regulation went even further: the mere fact of national origin became a disqualifying characteristic, regardless of any specific evidence
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