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1. INTRODUCTION

Digital markets have introduced new forms of competition based on data, algorithms, technological infrastruc-
tures, and network effects. Unlike traditional markets, competitive advantages in digital ecosystems are increas-
ingly shaped by the ability of firms to collect, process, and utilize large volumes of data. Among these resources,
big data has become a fundamental element of innovation, allowing firms to improve services, personalize
products, and develop new business models.

However, the competitive significance of big data is not limited to its positive effects. When large-scale datasets
are concentrated in the hands of dominant digital platforms, data may become a source of market power and an
important barrier to entry. Platforms with extensive user networks can continuously collect and analyze data,
improve their services, attract more users, and strengthen their competitive position. This self-reinforcing pro-
cess creates a data feedback loop that may make market access increasingly difficult for new entrants.

Entry barriers in digital markets differ from traditional barriers because they are not merely based on financial
resources or production capacity. They arise from a combination of technical, legal, structural, and behavioural
factors. Limited access to unique datasets, lack of interoperability, user lock-in, technological dependency, con-
tractual restrictions, and regulatory limitations on data processing and transfer may prevent new competitors
from effectively entering digital markets.

From the perspective of competition law, these developments require reconsideration of traditional approaches
to market power and exclusionary conduct. While access to data can promote innovation and efficiency, exces-
sive concentration or strategic control over data resources may restrict competition and reinforce the position
of incumbent firms. Therefore, competition authorities increasingly examine data-related issues in merger con-
trol, abuse of dominance cases, and digital market regulation.

This issue is particularly relevant for emerging digital economies, including Iran, where digital platforms are
expanding but comprehensive legal frameworks addressing data-driven competition concerns remain under
development. Although Iranian legal instruments have introduced certain principles regarding competition and
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digital platforms, a coherent framework for addressing entry barriers caused by big data has not yet been es-
tablished.

Accordingly, this research examines the relationship between big data and entry barriers in digital markets from
a competition law perspective. It analyses how data may create competitive advantages for dominant platforms,
identifies the main categories of data-related entry barriers, and evaluates legal mechanisms that can reduce
anti-competitive effects while preserving incentives for innovation.

2. PURPOSE

The primary purpose of this research is to analyse the role of big data in creating and strengthening entry
barriers in digital markets from a competition law perspective. While data is widely recognized as a driver of
innovation and efficiency, this study seeks to demonstrate that under certain conditions, the concentration
and exclusive control of data resources may limit competitive opportunities and reinforce the dominance of
established digital platforms.

More specifically, this research pursues several objectives. First, it aims to identify the specific characteristics of
big data that may transform it from an ordinary business resource into a significant competitive barrier. In this
regard, the study examines factors such as data uniqueness, scale advantages, network effects, and technologi-
cal capabilities that influence the competitive value of data.

Second, the research seeks to classify and analyse different types of entry barriers associated with big data
throughout the data lifecycle. Rather than treating data access as a single competitive issue, the study examines
barriers arising at different stages, including data collection, storage, processing, exploitation, and transfer. This
approach allows for a more comprehensive understanding of how digital platforms may obtain and maintain
competitive advantages.

Third, the study evaluates the role of legal and regulatory frameworks in either increasing or reducing data-
related entry barriers. While privacy, security, intellectual property, and data protection rules pursue legitimate
objectives, they may also influence competitive conditions by affecting the ability of firms to access and utilize
data. Therefore, the research examines the balance between protecting individual rights and maintaining effec-
tive competition.

Finally, the research aims to assess legal mechanisms capable of reducing harmful entry barriers while preserv-
ing incentives for innovation and investment. It evaluates whether traditional competition law doctrines, such
as refusal to deal and essential facilities, are suitable for addressing data-related exclusionary practices and
explores the potential contribution of interoperability requirements and digital market regulation.

3. METHODOLOGY

This research adopts a descriptive-analytical and comparative legal methodology to examine the relationship
between big data and entry barriers in digital markets. The study does not seek to measure the economic effects
of data concentration through empirical methods; rather, it analyses the legal and competitive implications of
data-driven market structures through doctrinal legal analysis and comparative examination of regulatory ap-
proaches.

The descriptive-analytical method is employed to identify and evaluate the mechanisms through which big data
may create or reinforce barriers to entry. In this framework, big data is examined not merely as an economic
asset, but as a strategic resource whose competitive significance depends on various factors, including ac-
cessibility, uniqueness, quality, processing capabilities, and integration with digital ecosystems. The research
analyses how these characteristics influence the ability of new entrants to compete with established platforms.
To provide a comprehensive assessment, the study adopts a lifecycle-based approach to data. Accordingly, en-
try barriers are examined across different stages of the data value chain, including data collection, storage, pro-
cessing, utilization, and transfer. At each stage, the research distinguishes between three categories of barriers:
technical barriers, legal barriers, and behavioural barriers. This classification enables a systematic evaluation of
the different sources of competitive disadvantages faced by new entrants in data-driven markets.

The comparative legal method is also employed to assess different regulatory responses to data-related compe-
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tition concerns. The study examines developments within the European Union and the United States, focusing
particularly on competition law enforcement, data protection regulations, and emerging digital market legisla-
tion. The analysis considers relevant frameworks such as the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), the
Digital Markets Act (DMA), U.S. antitrust approaches toward major digital platforms, and selected competition
cases involving companies such as Google, Apple, Meta, and Fitbit.

Furthermore, the research examines the Iranian legal framework in relation to data governance and digital com-
petition. Relevant domestic instruments, including the Law on Implementation of General Policies of Article 44
of the Constitution, the Supreme Council of Cyberspace’s document on supporting competition and preventing
monopoly in digital platforms, the Bill on Protection of Personal Data, and the Executive Guideline on Improving
User Privacy Protection, are analysed to determine their capacity to address data-related entry barriers.

The research also relies on the analysis of academic literature and institutional reports concerning big data and
competition law. Scholarly works addressing data-driven market power, network effects, interoperability, data
portability, and essential facilities doctrine are examined to develop the theoretical foundations of the study. In
addition, competition authorities’ decisions and judicial developments are considered to demonstrate how legal
systems have responded to challenges arising from data concentration.

Through this methodology, the research seeks to establish a balanced legal analysis that recognizes both the
pro-competitive and anti-competitive dimensions of big data. While data access may promote innovation and
improve market efficiency, excessive concentration and exclusionary control over valuable datasets may under-
mine competitive processes. Therefore, the methodological framework adopted in this study aims to identify
circumstances in which regulatory intervention is justified while avoiding unnecessary restrictions on innova-
tion and investment.

The findings demonstrate that big data has a dual competitive role in digital markets. On the one hand, it facili-
tates innovation, improves service quality, and enables firms to develop more efficient business models. On the
other hand, when access to valuable datasets is concentrated among dominant platforms, big data may function
as a significant barrier to entry and contribute to market concentration.

The research shows that data itself does not automatically constitute an entry barrier. Rather, competitive
concerns arise when specific conditions exist, including the uniqueness of datasets, difficulty of replication,
strong network effects, and the existence of advanced analytical capabilities. In such circumstances, established
platforms may obtain advantages that new entrants cannot easily overcome.

First, barriers may emerge at the stage of data collection. Dominant platforms often benefit from direct in-
teraction with large user networks, allowing them to continuously collect extensive datasets. This advantage
is reinforced by network effects because more users generate more data, and more data improves the quality
of services, attracting additional users. As a result, new entrants may face difficulties in obtaining comparable
datasets and building competitive services.

Data collection may also be restricted through behavioural strategies, including exclusive agreements, limita-
tions on third-party access, and practices that prevent users from transferring their information to alternative
platforms. Such practices may increase switching costs and strengthen the position of incumbent firms.
Second, significant barriers may arise in data storage and processing. Effective competition in digital markets
requires not only access to data but also the infrastructure and analytical capabilities necessary to transform
data into economic value. Large platforms often possess superior cloud infrastructure, artificial intelligence
technologies, and algorithmic capabilities, while smaller firms may lack the resources required to develop simi-
lar systems.

Moreover, technological dependence and data lock-in may prevent firms and users from easily transferring in-
formation between platforms. Differences in technical standards, proprietary systems, and high migration costs
may reduce competitive pressure and preserve the advantages of established providers.

Third, barriers may occur in data utilization and transfer. Even where competitors obtain access to certain data-
sets, they may not be able to compete effectively due to user lock-in, lack of interoperability, and difficulties in
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integrating data into alternative services. The accumulation of user history and personalized information within
a platform may discourage users from switching to competitors.

The research further indicates that legal rules have a complex relationship with competition. Privacy and data
protection regulations may impose limitations on data collection, processing, and transfer. These rules are es-
sential for protecting individual rights; however, they may also influence market dynamics by affecting firms’
ability to access and use data. Therefore, competition analysis should consider whether regulatory burdens
disproportionately affect smaller competitors or whether they apply equally across the market.

Regarding legal responses, the findings suggest that no single regulatory mechanism can address all forms of
data-related entry barriers. A combination of competition law tools and digital market regulation is required.
The essential facilities doctrine may provide a possible solution in exceptional cases where a dominant firm
controls indispensable data that cannot reasonably be replicated and refusal of access significantly restricts
competition. However, mandatory data sharing should be applied cautiously because excessive obligations may
weaken incentives for investment and innovation.

Merger control is another important mechanism. Data-driven acquisitions may increase concentration by al-
lowing large platforms to obtain valuable datasets or eliminate potential competitors. Therefore, competition
authorities should consider not only current market shares but also the impact of data accumulation on future
competition and innovation.

The findings also emphasize the importance of interoperability as a tool for reducing entry barriers. Technical
and data interoperability can decrease switching costs, limit user lock-in, and allow smaller firms to compete
more effectively. Recent European digital regulation demonstrates a movement toward imposing interoperabil-
ity obligations on major platforms, particularly where such obligations are necessary to preserve competitive
markets.

Finally, the study highlights the importance of creating a broader competitive digital infrastructure. Supporting
multi-homing, reducing dependence on individual platforms, and enabling innovative firms to access necessary
digital resources can strengthen competition without imposing excessive restrictions on successful companies.

This research demonstrates that big data has become one of the most influential factors shaping competition in
digital markets. Although data provides significant opportunities for innovation, efficiency, and the development
of new services, its concentration and strategic control by dominant digital platforms may create substantial
barriers to entry and weaken competitive dynamics.

The findings indicate that data-related entry barriers do not arise from the mere existence of large datasets.
Rather, they result from the combination of several factors, including access to unique and non-replicable data,
network effects, technological capabilities, user dependency, and the ability of dominant firms to integrate data
with advanced analytical tools. Therefore, the competitive significance of big data must be assessed within the
broader structure of digital ecosystems.

The analysis of different stages of the data lifecycle shows that entry barriers may emerge during data collec-
tion, storage, processing, transfer, and utilization. At the collection stage, dominant platforms benefit from large
user networks and continuous access to behavioural data. During storage and processing, differences in infra-
structure, cloud capabilities, and artificial intelligence technologies may create competitive disadvantages for
smaller firms. At the utilization and transfer stages, interoperability limitations, switching costs, and contractual
restrictions may prevent competitors from effectively accessing markets.

The research also highlights the complex relationship between competition law and other regulatory objectives,
particularly privacy and data protection. While restrictions on data use are necessary to protect users’ funda-
mental rights, regulatory frameworks should be designed in a manner that does not unintentionally reinforce
the market position of dominant firms or impose disproportionate burdens on smaller competitors. Achieving
an appropriate balance between data protection and competitive access is therefore a central challenge in digi-
tal market regulation.

From a legal perspective, addressing data-driven entry barriers requires a combination of traditional competi-

-



https://lawecon.um.ac.ir

N

‘\ Encyclopedia of Economic Law Journal >< A Competition Law Assessment of Entry...

tion law instruments and new regulatory approaches. The essential facilities doctrine may be relevant in excep-
tional cases where access to specific datasets is indispensable for competition. Merger control should consider
the long-term effects of data accumulation and the impact of data-driven acquisitions on potential competition.
Furthermore, interoperability and data portability obligations can reduce user lock-in, facilitate market entry,
and promote innovation by enabling greater interaction between digital services.

With regard to Iran, the current legal framework provides some preliminary mechanisms for addressing compe-
tition concerns in digital markets, particularly through the regulations concerning digital platforms and compe-
tition protection. However, these rules do not yet establish a comprehensive framework capable of addressing
the complex relationship between data concentration and market power. A more coherent approach requires
the development of specific rules on data access, interoperability, transparency obligations, and institutional
coordination between competition authorities and data governance bodies.

Ultimately, big data should not be considered solely as a private economic asset controlled exclusively by indi-
vidual firms, nor should it be subject to unrestricted compulsory sharing. Instead, it should be approached as a
strategic resource whose regulation requires balancing innovation incentives, privacy protection, and effective
competition. Such an approach can prevent excessive concentration of digital power while supporting the sus-
tainable development of competitive digital markets..
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