Outdoor Connect,
Europe Doesn’t Lack Big Tech. It
Refuses to Play the Wrong Game.

Why comparing market caps misses the point — and why Europe’s
ecosystem logic is built for the world most companies actually face.

By Reinout Schotman

When the reflection looks smaller than the reality, the problem isn’t scale — it’s the mirror.

Europe is often accused of lacking ambition because it has no Big Tech giants. That claim
is repeated so often it now passes for fact: if only Europe were bolder, more risk-hungry,
more American, it too would produce its own Apples, Amazons, and Googles.

This diagnosis is comforting. It is also wrong.
Worse, it is strategically misleading.

Europe did not fail to build Big Tech. It learned — under very different constraints — to
build a different kind of power. One that does not show up cleanly in market-capitalisation
tables, but that increasingly determines who controls the future of global technology.

The problem is not European ambition. The problem is that we keep judging Europe by
metrics designed for a market structure that exists almost nowhere else in the world.



This does not mean every European scale-up succeeds. Many fail precisely because they
never secure a true control point. But those that do are playing a different — and often
more durable — game.

The False Comparison

The comparison between U.S. and European technology sectors usually begins and ends
with market capitalisation. On that measure, the verdict seems obvious. A handful of
American firms are worth more than the entire European technology sector combined.

But market capitalisation measures where value is captured, not where value is created.

U.S. Big Tech firms internalise entire value chains. Apple’s market cap reflects hardware,
operating systems, distribution, services, developer access, and retail — all consolidated
into one corporate entity. Amazon’s valuation collapses retail, logistics, cloud
infrastructure, and advertising into a single balance sheet. Market cap is high because
value is concentrated.

European technology leaders operate differently. Their market capitalisation reflects
a position within a much larger ecosystem, not ownership of the whole system. ASML’s
valuation captures lithography machines — not the chips made with them, not the devices
those chips power, and not the cloud services that run on top. SAP’s valuation reflects
enterprise software — not the consultants who implement it, the infrastructure it runs
on, or the thousands of companies whose operations depend on it.

Comparing these two numbers as if they measure the same thing is a category error.

The United States measures power by ownership. Europe exercises power through
dependency.

Two Ecosystem Logics
The difference is not cultural. It is structural.

Control Through Internalisation (U.S.)

American Big Tech firms emerged from a uniquely homogeneous environment: a
continental market, one dominant language, relatively uniform regulation, and deep pools
of risk capital. Under those conditions, vertical integration is not arrogance — it is rational
strategy.

Control points are architectural. Own the operating system. Own the cloud. Own the app
store. Own the data. Partners exist inside your boundaries, on your terms.

In this model, the ecosystem lives inside the firm.

Switching costs are technical and contractual. Power comes from gatekeeping. Value is
defended by exclusion.

Control Through Position (Europe)

European innovators grew up in fragmentation: multiple countries, languages, regulators,
and legacy systems within a few hundred kilometres. Owning the full stack was never
realistic. Integration was not a preference; it was survival.
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Control points therefore became positional. Be the node no one can bypass. Be the
standard others must build around. Be trusted enough to sit in the middle of complex
workflows.

In this model, the firm lives inside the ecosystem.

Switching costs are relational. Power comes from embeddedness. Value is defended by
indispensability.

Why Investors Pay a Premium for Integration
Critics will object at this point that markets are not naive — that U.S. platforms are
rewarded because they genuinely deserve it. That objection is largely correct.

The valuation premium attached to vertically integrated platforms is not irrational.

Platforms benefit from network effects that create non-linear upside. Margins expand
with scale. Marginal costs approach zero. Data compounds advantage. New products can
be launched into an existing user base at minimal acquisition cost. Investors are not
paying for current cash flows alone — they are paying for optionality.

Consider Apple. Each additional iPhone sold does not merely add hardware revenue; it
increases the value of the App Store, iMessage, AirDrop, Apple Pay, iCloud and every
service layered on top. Developers follow users, users follow developers — and Apple
taxes the interaction. This feedback loop compounds automatically, without proportional
increases in capital or organisational complexity.

A platform is valued not just on what it earns today, but on what it might become
tomorrow.

Specialists and orchestrators, by contrast, scale differently. Their margins are excellent
but bounded. Their growth is deep rather than wide. Their advantage compounds through
expertise and trust, not exponential user interactions. Investors can model them — and
therefore value them conservatively.

The result is predictable: platforms receive premium multiples; positional leaders receive
fair ones.

What markets reward and what economies need are no longer the same thing.

But this pricing logic carries an assumption that is increasingly fragile.

The Hidden Cost of Platform Premiums
This is where the investor logic begins to diverge from economic reality.

Platform valuations assume that monopoly-like economics can persist indefinitely.
Regulators are now challenging that assumption.

They also assume that vertical control travels well across borders. It does not.

Highly integrated stacks struggle in fragmented markets. Regulation, local partners, data
rules, labour law, and political scrutiny turn architectural control into friction. What
looked like strength at home becomes rigidity abroad.
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There is a third cost, rarely discussed: ecosystem hollowing. When one firm extracts a
disproportionate share of value, suppliers weaken, developers consolidate, and resilience
declines. The system becomes efficient — and brittle.

What investors price as dominance, economies experience as vulnerability.

The Advantage Europe Accidentally Built
Europe’s ecosystem logic is often described as a compromise — a second-best solution
forced by lack of scale.

That interpretation misses the point.

Fragmentation is not the exception globally. It is the norm. Asia, Latin America, Africa, and
the Middle East look far more like Europe than like the United States. Multiple regulators,
languages, standards, and partners are standard operating conditions.

European innovators have spent decades learning how to scale through fragmentation
rather than against it. They have built muscles in integration, compliance-by-design,
partner orchestration, and trust-based control points.

These are not weaknesses. They are globally transferable capabilities.

The uncomfortable truth is this: the United States is the structural outlier. Europe trained
for the world most companies actually face.

What This Means for Mid-Market Leaders

For mid-market companies, the lesson is not ideological. It is practical.

First, stop chasing platform fantasies. If you cannot realistically own the stack, pretending
you can is not ambition — it is denial.

Second, invest deliberately in positional control points. Own the integration layer. Own
the workflow logic. Become the translator between complexity and reliability. Make
yourself hard to replace without trying to dominate.

Third, accept the trade-off consciously. Platform plays may promise higher valuation
multiples, but they come with regulatory exposure and structural risk. Positional plays
compound more quietly — but far more durably.

Strategy is not choosing what excites investors. It is choosing what survives reality.

Closing
The wrong question keeps being asked: Why doesn’t Europe have Big Tech?

The right question is simpler — and more uncomfortable: Why would Europe want it?

When European firms already control critical choke points. When global technology
depends on standards, infrastructure, and capabilities that cannot be bypassed. When
influence flows not from owning everything, but from being impossible to ignore.

The future will not be won by those who own the entire system.

It will be won by those no system can function without.
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About Outdoor Connect

Outdoor Connect is an independent strategy advisory platform focused on board-
level value creation for mid-sized, growth-driven companies (€50-€1B). We bring
direct senior engagement—without the traditional consulting pyramid—to help
founders, CEOs and boards set direction, make sharper capital allocation choices, and
embed an execution rhythm. Core areas include growth strategy in technology and
the energy transition, strategic repositioning in fragmented markets, and board-level
sparring on value creation and M&A preparation.
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