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Motivation
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"Governance is an essential part 
of what platform companies do,  
and it can generate significant 

value for users" 

(Gawer, 2021)

Political Platform Power

Platform Monopolies

⚠ User 
Choice

Solution? Interoperability

Provider BProvider A

?
Digital Markets Act
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The Empirical Case: Mastodon
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Software
Projects
adhere to protocol

Protocol
Definition

Users
can all interact

Instances  
are interoperable
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Overview Argument
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Interoperability 
Expectations 

(E1) 
network effects 

irrelevant for users’ 
provider choice 

(E2) 
facilitates users’ 

individual provider 
choice and switching 

(E3) 
limits user choice to 

homogeneous 
providers

User Switching on Mastodon

Interoperability 
Learnings

 
(E1)  

tie-based vs. open-
network interactions 

(E2) 
user assets vs.  

provider services 

(E3) 
horizontal + vertical 

differentiation

- (1) Why do users switch 
between instances?


- (2) What are users' 
switching experiencies?

- Novel Dataset: 
Migrations + Posts


- Quantitative Keyword 
Identification


- Qualitative Thematic 
Analysis
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Empirical Strategy
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🛜 Data Access 🔢 Quant. Keyword Identification 💬 Qual. Thematic Analysis

- User Posts and Migrations  
within Mastodon Network in 2023 

- 5,707 Mastodon instances


- ~39,000,000 posts


- 510,109 unique users


- 8,696 unique users (~2 %) 
switched servers


- Ethics safeguards (Terms review)

- Migrant vs. Non-Migrant Corpus 
- Fightin' Words Method  

(Monroe et al., 2008)

- Candidate Set for Filter Terms, 

followed by Manual Selection

- (1) Switching Reasons 
- (2) Switching Experiences 

- Complete, exploratory coding: 
"instance"


- Confirmatory coding (~100 posts 
each): "account", "server", "migrate", 
"move" 

Figure 4: Posting Activity on Origin and Destination Server

3.4.2 Macro-Level Migration Network (RQ2)

Graph Descriptives

The macro-level migration graph consists of 1,847 nodes, 4,073 unique directed edges,
and a sum of 8,696 edge weights (number of total migrations). Of the 1,847 nodes, 876
are unobserved, meaning no data was collected from them, and they appear as inferred
migration destinations. Some more data from unobserved nodes could be collected if
deemed relevant (for details, see Table 4 in Section 3.4.1).

Core-Periphery Detection

I conduct core-periphery detection using the SurpriseMeMore algorithm considering edge
directionality and edge weights. Table 6 presents the preliminary results of the core-
periphery classification. The method identifies 54 core nodes, accounting for 3% of all
nodes. Among those, 15 nodes are classified as core despite being unobserved, based
solely on incoming migrations. 1,793 nodes are classified as peripheral, of which 861 are
unobserved. Core-core edges exhibit a higher average weight compared to other edge sets,
indicating that core nodes exchange a multitude of users among themselves on average.
There is a notable imbalance in the direction of core-periphery migrations: migrations
from core to periphery nodes significantly outnumber migrations from the periphery to
the core.
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Figure 3: Migrations per Day

7,523 migrations in this period, positing data is available for all origin accounts and for
4,115 destination accounts (due to unobserved destination servers). In the 4 weeks before
their migration, users published a mean of 17 posts (SD 86, min 0, max 4115, median 3)
on their origin servers. In the 4 weeks after their migration, users continued to publish a
mean of 2 posts (SD 29, min 0, max 1902, median 0, 85th-percentile 0). This behaviour is
unintended by the design of the software. On their destination server, in the 4 weeks after
their migration, users published a mean of 24 posts (SD 97, min 0, max 3758, median
6). There seems to be an overall higher activity level after the migration than before. It
shows a significant peak of posting activity around the days of the migration date.

Table 5: Posting Activity Before and After Migration

Origin (Before) Origin (After) Destination (After)
Accounts 7,523 7,523 4,115
Mean 16.9 1.8 24.3
Std 86.4 28.6 97.3
Min 0.0 0.0 0.0
25% 1.0 0.0 1.0
50% 3.0 0.0 6.0
75% 12.0 0.0 20.0
Max 4,115.0 1,902.0 3,758.0
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Empirical Findings
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(1) Switching Reasons (2) Switching Experiences

1. Local Community (e.g., topic-specific, value-aligned, local feed)

2. Identity (Username, Instance Name)

3. Content Governance (Rules + Enforcement)

4. Organisational Governance (e.g., Operator Profile, Funding, Jurisdiction)

5. Quality of Service (Technical Reliability, Longevity, Responsive Support)

6. Proxy Reasons (Social Influence, Size, Self-Hosting)

1. Bundled Sets of Criteria

2. Decision Paralysis

3. Loss of Usernames or Posting History

"(...) Choosing a new instance has honestly been the 
biggest thing holding up the move. It was not easy 

(...)" *

"My criteria for a new Mastodon instance are:  
1. Mastodon Covenant, 2. Established, 3. Europe-based,  

4. Not blocked here, 5. Not blocking major instances such 
as mastodon.social, 6. Run by a public organisation, and  

7. A memorable domain name." *

‘I’m starting to think I might have to move to another 
Mastodon server if posts criticising the Israeli 

government are going to be removed.’ *

‘Time to switch. Smaller servers are better for the 
fediverse, and for users more generally. (…)’ *

*Quotes have been paraphrased to protect the anonymity of the original posters
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Discussion: Three Lessons for Social Media Interoperability
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(E1) Network Effects (E2) Individual Choice/Switching (E3) Homogeneous Providers

Tie-based 
Interactions

like in traditional 
communication networks
interacting with existing 

connections

Open Network 
Interactions
SNS specific

e.g., search, comments, 
communities

✅

⚠

Bundled 
per 
Mastodon 
Instance 

⚠

User Assets
Ties (Followers)

Identifiers (Username)
Posting History

Community Membership

Provider Services
Content Governance

Organisational 
GovernanceService Quality

Migration 
Possible

✅ Horizontal 
Differentiation ↔
(normative) provider 

characteristics
e.g., governance (rules, 

moderation) 

Vertical 
Differentiation ↕

quality of service
e.g., reliability, longevity, 

support

✅

✅

Information  
Cost

Switching  
Cost

*Checkmarks reflect Mastodon's specific implementation, not interoperability in general.
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Conclusion
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- Evidence that Interoperability can expand user choice in social networking!
- but: SNS is different to prior communication networks -> implementation conditions 

- Contributions
- open-network vs. tie-based interactions
- user-assets vs. provider-services
- horizontal vs. vertical differentiation 

-⚠ If specificity is underestimated  
-> regulators insufficiently prepared + expectations not realised



Philipp Riederle // philipp.riederle@oii.ox.ac.uk // platforce.net

Does Digital Platform Interoperability  
Deliver On Its Expectations?   
- Evidence From User Switching On Mastodon

11 June 2026  
4th EU-DPRN Summit

🌍 
Working 
Paper: osf.io/6wsrq

mailto:philipp.riederle@oii.ox.ac.uk
http://platforce.net

