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Abstract

This paper examines what happens when the same four mechanisms explored in Papers II and
111, silent scope absorption, incentive capture, boundary erosion, and judgment-to-default
substitution, are left unchecked not within a single system but across an entire industry,
replicated by dozens of platforms all optimizing toward the same short-term incentives. What
emerges at that scale is not a collection of isolated inefficiencies but a structural tendency toward
concentration: a small number of platforms and operators accumulate outsized control over data,
routing decisions, and economic surplus, while the merchants, workers, and customers whose
activity actually generates that value see their share shrink year over year. This is not a
hypothetical risk. Early and increasingly visible versions of this pattern are already observable
across payments, logistics, advertising, and marketplace platforms today, and the trend line is
accelerating rather than leveling off. The paper argues that adopting the countermeasures
described in Paper III now, while the market is still fragmented enough for a differentiated
approach to matter, is not simply a defensive or compliance driven move but a genuine
competitive opportunity: the platforms that build in reversibility, transparency, and user level
control before it is demanded of them will be the ones trusted with volume once the rest of the
industry is forced to retrofit these protections under pressure, regulatory or otherwise.

1. From Mechanism to Pattern

Papers II and III described silent scope absorption, incentive capture, boundary erosion, and
judgment-to-default substitution as they occur inside a single system, one platform, one product
surface, one set of defaults quietly expanding their reach over time. Taken individually, each
mechanism looks survivable. A slightly expanded scope here, a subtly misaligned incentive
there, a boundary that erodes over a few product cycles. None of these on their own reads as an
emergency.

The picture changes entirely once you stop looking at a single platform and start looking at an
industry. The same four mechanisms are not unique to any one company. They are structural
tendencies that emerge naturally out of how platforms are built, funded, and measured. Growth
targets reward scope expansion. Revenue targets reward incentive capture. Product velocity
rewards boundary erosion. And user experience metrics reward replacing hard choices with soft
defaults. Every platform operating under those pressures will drift toward the same behaviors,



not because any single team decided to behave badly, but because the underlying incentive
structure points every competent, well-intentioned team in the same direction at once.

When dozens of platforms across an industry all drift the same way simultaneously, the result is
not scattered noise. It is convergence. And convergence at scale produces something
categorically different from what any single instance of the mechanism produces on its own.

1I. Concentration of Power

The first and most visible consequence of unchecked convergence is concentration. When
routing defaults, data access, and switching costs all quietly tilt in the same direction across an
entire market, the platforms sitting at the center of that routing accumulate power that has almost
nothing to do with the quality of the product they offer.

This shows up in a few consistent patterns. A handful of payment processors end up handling a
disproportionate share of transaction volume, not because merchants evaluated them and chose
them on the merits, but because they were the pre-selected default across the checkout tools most
merchants happen to use. A small number of logistics providers end up carrying most last mile
delivery volume, not because they are meaningfully faster or cheaper, but because platform level
defaults route shipments to them automatically and the alternative option requires active,
repeated intervention to select. A few advertising platforms end up controlling the majority of ad
spend allocation logic, not because advertisers trust their judgment more than a human buyer's
judgement, but because the automated bidding default was left in place long enough that manual
buying atrophied as a skill inside most marketing teams.

None of these outcomes required a single dramatic decision. They accumulated one default at a
time, one incentive capture at a time, until the market structure itself had been reshaped around a
small number of chokepoints. Once that structure sets in, it becomes extraordinarily difficult to
reverse, because the platforms benefiting from it now control the very infrastructure that any
competitor would need to route around them.

1II. Distortion of Markets

Concentration of power does not stay contained to the platforms themselves. It reshapes the
markets those platforms sit inside. When a small number of intermediaries control the defaults
that route economic activity, price signals stop reflecting genuine supply and demand and start
reflecting whatever the intermediary's incentive structure happens to reward that quarter. A
merchant paying a processing fee is not necessarily paying a price shaped by competition among
processors. They are often paying a price shaped by how deeply embedded that processor's
default became before the merchant ever had a real opportunity to evaluate alternatives. A gig
worker accepting a dispatch is not necessarily being offered the most efficient match available.



They are being offered whatever match the platform's routing logic decided to surface first,
based on internal optimization targets the worker has no visibility into and no ability to negotiate
against.

This is market distortion in the fullest sense. Prices, allocations, and outcomes drift away from
what genuine competition would produce, consistently favoring the intermediary that controls
the default over the parties actually creating the value being routed. Over time, the market may
still appear competitive, with dozens of merchants, thousands of workers, and millions of
transactions, even as its underlying structure channels economic activity through a small number
of privately controlled gateways.

1V. Erosion of User Trust

The third consequence is slower to show up in financial statements but arguably more corrosive
over time: the erosion of trust between platforms and the people who depend on them. Trust
erodes gradually and then all at once. In the early stages, most users do not notice that a default
has been quietly working against their interests, because the individual effect is small and the
platform's marketing continues to emphasize convenience and choice. But defaults compound. A
merchant who eventually discovers, often by accident, that a "recommended" setting has been
costing them money for years does not just correct that one setting. They start distrusting every
other default the platform has ever set on their behalf, and they start actively looking for
alternatives, often for the first time in years. A customer who realizes that a "preferred" option
was never actually the best option, just the most profitable one for the platform, does not quietly
forgive that and move on. They start reading every subsequent recommendation with suspicion,
which degrades the value of every legitimate recommendation the platform makes going
forward, even the good ones.

This is the part of the pattern that is easiest for an individual platform to underestimate, because
trust erosion does not show up cleanly in a quarterly earnings report. It shows up later, as
elevated churn that seems to come from nowhere, as regulatory attention that arrives faster and
harder than expected, as a competitor's "we do not do this" marketing message suddenly landing
with users who were previously indifferent to the issue. Once trust erodes at an industry level, it
tends to erode toward every player in that industry simultaneously, including the ones who
behaved reasonably, because users increasingly assume the entire category works this way until
proven otherwise.



V. This Is Not Hypothetical

It would be convenient to treat this as a future risk, a cautionary story about where an
unregulated industry might eventually end up if nobody pays attention. That framing understates
what is already observable today.

Transaction infrastructure has already consolidated around a small number of processors and
networks whose routing defaults shape merchant costs well beyond what open competition
would produce. Logistics and delivery networks have already concentrated dispatch and pricing
power in a handful of platforms whose algorithms most workers cannot see into and cannot
meaningfully negotiate with. Digital advertising has already reached a point where a small
number of automated bidding systems control the overwhelming majority of spend allocation,
with human oversight reduced to occasional spot checks of outcomes the system itself produced.
In each of these categories, the pattern described above is not theoretical. It is the current
operating reality, and every year it goes further unaddressed, the underlying market structure
becomes more entrenched and harder to unwind.

The trend line matters as much as the current state. These dynamics are not stabilizing. They are
accelerating, because the same competitive pressures that produced the initial concentration
continue to reward whichever platform pushes the pattern furthest and fastest. Left alone, there is
no natural mechanism inside most of these industries that reverses this trajectory. It requires a
deliberate countervailing choice, made before the structure fully hardens.

VI. Why the Window Still Matters

The reason timing matters this much is that concentration, once it crosses a certain threshold,
becomes largely self-reinforcing and very difficult to undo through ordinary competitive pressure
alone. Early in a market's life, switching costs are low, defaults have not yet fully calcified into
user expectation, and a meaningful share of merchants, workers, and customers are still actively
comparing alternatives rather than assuming the incumbent's terms are simply how things work.
That is the window in which a different approach, one built around reversibility, transparency,
and genuine user level control, can still gain real traction, because it is competing against habits
that have not yet fully hardened.

Once an industry passes that threshold, the calculus changes. Users stop comparing because
comparing no longer feels worth the effort. Regulators, when they eventually intervene, tend to
intervene in ways shaped by whichever practices became normalized in the meantime, often
codifying the incumbent's behavior as the baseline rather than dismantling it. Competitors
attempting to differentiate on trust find themselves fighting an uphill battle against sunk
switching costs that have nothing to do with product quality. The window for a differentiated
approach to matter does not close all at once. It narrows quietly, the same way the mechanisms
themselves expand quietly, until one day it is effectively gone.



VII. Why We Are Doing This

None of the above is presented here as a call for the industry broadly to adopt better practices out
of some shared sense of obligation. That framing tends to produce good intentions and very little
actual change, because it asks every competitor to absorb a cost simultaneously with no
guarantee that any of them actually will. The more useful framing, and the one that matters for
this organization specifically, is competitive.

Building in reversibility, visible defaults, and genuine user level control now, while most of the
industry is still optimizing purely for short term routing efficiency, is a way of arriving early to a
position that will eventually become valuable regardless of what the rest of the industry decides
to do. Merchants who have already been burned once by a hidden default are disproportionately
likely to move their business to whoever demonstrates, credibly and early, that this will not
happen again. Users who increasingly read industry wide skepticism into every recommendation
are disproportionately likely to trust the one platform that visibly does things differently,
especially once that difference becomes something they can point to rather than something they
have to take on faith. And when regulatory attention does eventually arrive in this space, as the
trajectory described above suggests it will, the platforms that already operate this way will face a
materially lighter lift than the ones scrambling to retrofit these protections under deadline
pressure.

This is not a bet that the rest of the industry will follow. It is a bet that most of it will not, at least
not soon enough to matter, and that the gap between platforms that address this early and
platforms that address it only when forced to is where real, durable advantage lives. Being early
to trust, in a market that is trending toward the opposite, is a position that compounds in value
the longer everyone else waits.

VIII. Conclusion

The four mechanisms described in Papers II and III are not curiosities confined to individual
products or teams. Left unaddressed and allowed to replicate across an entire industry, they
produce concentration of power, distortion of the underlying markets, and erosion of the trust
that makes any of these platforms valuable to the people who depend on them in the first place.
This is already underway across several major industries today, and the trajectory points toward
further entrenchment rather than self-correction. The countermeasures outlined in Paper I1I exist
to interrupt that trajectory before it hardens into something no longer reversible through ordinary
competition. Adopting them now is not framed here as an obligation shared by the industry at
large. It is framed as an opportunity available, for a limited window, to whoever moves first.



