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ABSTRACT

Purpose: The purpose of this paper is to delineate the current state of the art of Sharing
Economy research and practice. It provides a new framework to help managers and academics
to consider this field with the right managerial and theoretical lenses.
Design/Methodology/Approach: A systematic literature on the sharing economy was
conducted, resulting in the analysis of 114 articles in the management literature. This was
completed by the empirical investigations of business model and industry of 32 members of
three national associations promoting sharing economy: Sharing Economy UK, Ireland, and
Denmark.

Findings: Papers dealing with SE themes focus on consumers’ motivations, impact on the
society, market, and policy, as well as the revenue model. SE businesses can be differentiated
depending on whether their assets are new or re-used and the transaction is permanent or
temporary. Based on this matrix, our study reveals four archetypes of sharing economy
businesses: "On-Demand renters", "Lifecycle extenders", "Seller aggregators" and "Ephemeral
matchmakers".

Research limitation/implications: The paper outlines a significant gap between what is the
current focus of the academic literature and the reality of sharing economy purposes and
businesses. This provides goals for future research.

Practical implications: The framework and clustering of business model archetypes may help
managers and entrepreneurs dealing with sharing economy to better understand the
underlying value drivers behind those business models.

Originality/Value: There are some discrepancies between the SE themes emerging from the
management literature and the business model diversity of SE companies. This research aims
at helping scholars and managers to position themselves in the field.

KEYWORDS

Sharing economy; digital platforms; marketplaces; two-sided markets; systematic literature
review; business model

1 Introduction

The Sharing Economy (SE) has significantly challenged well-established industries, such as the
transport and hotel industry, by providing low-cost convenience without the responsibility of
ownership (Eckhardt and Bardhi, 2015). The phenomenon seems to be worldwide and
growing rapidly. In Europe, the total value of transactions undertaken by SE companies is
estimated at €28 billion for 2015 and is expected to reach €335 billion by 2025 (PwC, 2016).
The growth rate of these businesses significantly outperforms their traditional counterparts.
The Compound Annual Growth Rate for car rental is for example estimated at 2% through
2025, while for car sharing, estimation rose to 34,8% from 2016 to 2024 (PwC, 2014). It is
expected that the US adults using SE should move from 44.8 million in 2016 to more than 86.5



million in 2021 (Statista, 2017a) or from 7.7 million in 2014 to 19.3 million when considering
only the lodging platforms (Statista, 2017b).

Those differences in the growth estimation can be attributed to uncertainties about what
exactly is to be included in the SE. The term is mainly used to describe an economic and social
activity for which, as a core process, we find transactions related to sharing and/or reusing
assets. However, several definitions focus on different elements of the phenomenon (e.g.
Habibi et al., 2017; Kathan et al., 2016). Sometimes stressing the need of a digital platform
(e.g. Mair and Reischauer, 2017; Acquier et al., 2017); sometimes emphasizing on the
reciprocity of the phenomenon in others: “The act and process of distributing what is ours to
others for their use and/or the act and process of receiving or taking something from others
for our use” (Belk, 2017, p.126). Other definitions focus on the impact regarding sustainability
(Botsman and Rogers, 2011) and/or social value (Belk, 2009; Benkler, 2017).

Recent works show how four SE models can be identified depending on the level of rivalry
amongst participants and the level of control exerted by the platform owns (Constantiou et
al., 2017). The same authors also contend that SE platforms possess three key attributes that
distinguishes them from other businesses: they provide access rather than ownership, they
facilitate peer-to-peer interactions, they allocate idle resources (Constantiou et al., 2017). This
only partially corroborate the views of Munoz and Cohen, (2017) who showed the diversity of
SE purposes: peer-to-peer interaction, better use of under-used resources, or leverage the
crowd to find alternative funding sources. Furthermore, the role of business model design is
often considered a critical variable for the economic sustainability of these models,
independently from the motivations that bring the customers on board (Piscicelli et al., 2018).
Similarly, other research classifies SE initiative through nine different sharing practices,
stressing the interdisciplinary nature of the topic (Trenz et al., 2018). At the same time, other
authors are taking a different perspective, paying attention to the individual level of the SE,
studying the motivations behind the participation (Lee et al., 2018).

This brief overview shows a complex environment. Different definitions, with different
focuses, coming from the academic world and the real world where a bunch of companies
claims themselves part of the SE phenomenon, often without matching (many) of those
definitions. This illustrates that there is some confusion about the scope of SE and key
characteristics of the businesses involved in it. A fog is blanketing the Sharing Economy
concept.

We aim to delineate the theoretical boundaries of this new research topic, and observe the
key characteristics of SE companies; their business model configuration and their key
attributes. The aim is not necessary to provide another definition of the concept but rather to
provide academics and practitioners with a map and a compass that will help them to
respectively shape their research agenda and their business agenda.

To delineate the scope of this new research topic, we propose a dual approach based on a
systematic literature review and an empirical investigation of members of three sharing
economy industry associations. This dual approach enables us to identify gaps in the literature
and cluster the different kinds of SE companies, pointing out related opportunities and



challenges for managers, entrepreneurs, and start-uppers dealing with this growing
phenomenon. The paper is organized as such. First, we explain our systematic literature
review approach and the methodology used for the empirical investigation. We then present
a thematic analysis of the literature and cluster the various business models used by sharing
economy companies claiming. Implications for both researchers and managers are exposed
towards the end of the paper.

2 Methodology

The present study is based on a dual systematic approach based on mixed methods. The first
part of the research is based on a systematic literature review with a specific focus on research
related to SE. Systematic literature review uses an explicit algorithm to perform a search and
critical appraisal of the literature (Tranfield et al., 2003; Crossan and Apaydin, 2010). The
second part of the research is based on exploratory qualitative research of sharing economy
companies, using an open coding approach (Jansen, 2010).

2.1 Defining the samples

2.1.1 The sample for the Systematic literature review

Systematic literature review benefits from a long tradition in management fields (Tranfield et
al., 2003; Pittaway et al., 2004; Lifidan and Fayolle, 2015; Qazi et al., 2017). The ambition of a
Systematic literature review is ‘to provide practitioners and policy-makers with a reliable basis
to formulate decisions and take actions by enhancing the legitimacy and authority of the
resultant evidence’ (Tranfield et al., 2003, p.208).

In opposition to descriptive and narrative reviews, systematic literature reviews ‘uses an
explicit algorithm, as opposed to a heuristic, to perform a search and critical appraisal of the
literature. Systematic reviews improve the quality of the review process and outcome by
employing a transparent and reproducible procedure (Tranfield et al., 2003; Crossan and
Apaydin, 2010).

To understand what the academic world considers under the term “Sharing Economy”, our
search strategy exclusively focuses on the keyword “Sharing Economy”. The search was
performed in the field “Article, Abstract and Keywords” of the Scopus database, the largest
citation database of peer-reviewed literature. This aimed to keep the initial sample as wide as
possible but also to include only results of good quality, as ensured by this kind of database
(e.g., Randhawa et al., 2016). The search was performed on all the papers published till the
end of 2017. This first step brought to 671 documents. To ensure the coherence between the
documents and the aim of this paper, the search has been then limited to the subject area
"Business, Management and Accounting", reducing the dataset to 230 papers. The next
selection criteria were based on the document’s type which only included “Articles” and
“Articles in press” excluding a further 75 documents (such as conference proceedings). The
last exclusion criterion was the language, keeping only documents in English (resulting in 146
documents). Finally, the abstracts were screened to ensure consistency with the aim of this
research, resulting in a final sample of 114 documents. The steps of the literature search are
summarized in Figure 1.
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Figure 1 — Creation of the final sample of papers

2.1.2 The sample for the empirical analysis

To analyze SE from an empirical perspective, we searched for associations that bring together
companies involved in this growing phenomenon just as for the systematic literature review,
we focused exclusively on associations that had the term “sharing economy” in their title.
Sharing Economy Ireland, Denmark, and the UK are three non-profit industry associations,
which bring together key players of the SE in their respective industry. There was no other
European association that contained the word “sharing Economy”. The search of associations
stopped to Europe, as we reached a sample which was big enough for the aim of our research
and a number of players (including US based companies such as Uber, Airbnb) were re-
occurring in the different associations, albeit it is worth noting that many companies have
initially originated from the US. The three industry associations have similar objectives. For
example, Sharing Economy Ireland aims to “bring together diverse technology-enabled
businesses offering unique ways of generating economic, social and environmental value
across a range of peer to peer, business to business, and business to consumer models
operating throughout Ireland”. The original sample of the three industry associations included
45 companies. Members providing additional services for SE businesses (e.g., law consultancy,
payment management), which cannot be considered as part of the SE phenomenon were
excluded from the sample leaving a final dataset of 32 companies.

2.2 Data analysis

The 114 articles, constituting the research dataset, have been analyzed according to the
suggestions of systematic literature reviews (Tranfield et al., 2003; Crossan and Apaydin,
2010). The dataset is first described in details (time of publication, key authors, and key
journals) then an overview of the emerging theme of the literature are presented.

Regarding the empirical analyses, the 32 companies have been studied through secondary
sources (e.g., websites, description of their mobile apps on the app stores, industry magazine,
newspaper articles), aiming to have an overall view on the companies and the entire sample.



All the gathered data have later been analyzed, following an open coding approach (Corbin
and Strauss, 2008).

Based on insights derived through both the analyses, directions for future research and
implications for managers and entrepreneurs are presented.

3 Results

3.1 Systematic literature review

The dataset 114 articles were first analyzed through some descriptive statistics, as it is
common in systematic literature reviews (e.g., Qazi et al., 2017; Alcaide-Mufioz and Rodriguez
Bolivar, 2015). Thematic analysis of the papers follows it.

3.1.1 Sharing Economy: An emerging and growing academic field.

Our analysis of the database confirms the incredible growth of the field over the last few years.
The oldest paper on the sharing economy was published in 2012. The academic interest for
the topic is new but is now growing at exponential rates with seven papers published in 2015,
29 papers in 2016 and 76 in 2017 (Figure 2).
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Figure 2 — Number of papers per year

Those papers were written by a great variety of authors showing that no authors are setting
a school of thoughts. Only 10 authors in total had published more than one paper on the topic:
seven of them had published two papers while the three most prolific authors (Xie, Cohen,
and Tussyadiah) had published respectively five and three papers.

The journal landscape analysis also reveals a great heterogeneity (Figure 3). Thirteen academic
journals featured at least three articles on the sharing economy. Two of those journals had
recently published more than 10 papers: “International Journal of Contemporary Hospitality
Management”- and “Technological Forecasting and Social Change”; in these cases, it is
important to highlight that both journals published a special issue on the topic.
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Figure 3 — Top journals represented in the sample

3.1.2 Thematic analysis: What are the scholars talking about?

To analyze the content of the sharing economy academic papers, we first perform a network-
based analysis on the co-occurrence of both authors’ keywords and the index keywords via
VOS Viewer, a bibliometric analysis software.

This resulted in a co-occurrence map (Van Eck and Waltman, 2014). To increase the readability
of the results, links are showed only for a minimum strength higher than 6.

Based on a smart local moving algorithm (for further information, see Waltman and Van Eck,
2013), Figure 4 shows the results of a cluster analysis of related keywords (Waltman et al.
2010), representing each cluster with a different color.

A few insights derived from the co-occurrence analysis. First of all, the relative importance to
the tourism sector emerged through its leading case (Airbnb), showed by the red cluster. The
blue and yellow keywords are mainly related to behavioral economics and a sustainability
dimensions, through keywords like sustainability, access based consumption, sustainable
development or collaborative economy. The third type of related keywords (in orange and
green) are management oriented, through terms like business model, innovation, economics,
commerce and the trust issue. These dimensions also emerged from the qualitative analyses
of the papers.
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Our qualitative clustering analysis reveals themes, which can be classified in 3 groups:
consumers’ motivation for joining the SE, impact on the society, market and policy, and finally
revenue model of the SE (Figure 5), one last group is composed of papers that try to define

the SE (as mentioned in the Introduction).

Main focus of the paper

model

Figure 5 — Main focus of the papers in the sample
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The greatest number of papers on SE focuses on the drivers, that motivate customers in using
the services provided by these companies, taking a user-centric perspective (e.g., Wilhelms et
al., 2017). The literature outlines three motivations: financial benefits (e.g., Milanova and
Maas, 2017), hedonic considerations (e.g., Yang et al., 2017), and finally environmental
consciousness or sustainability orientation (Parguel et al., 2017). Research also shows that
those behavioral motivations may be industry-specific or culturally-dependent (Davidson et
al., 2018). For example, the sustainability orientation argument is more prevalent for peer-to-
peer based businesses (Parguel et al., 2017).

The second type of topics emerging from the literature relates to the potential impact of the
SE, which can be seen from 3 dimensions: environment, market, and policy. The
environmental dimension embraces the notion of sustainability. SE is described as a way to
reduce unused products, and waste (Barnes and Mattsson, 2016; Retamal, 2017). Researchers
further suggest exploring the potential impact of new technologies to improve even more the
sustainability role of SE practices (Heylighen, 2017). Beyond the sustainability benefit and
impact of the SE on society, researchers also highlight the market impact of the emerging
share economy business. Here, research shows how an increase in the offer of share goods
may lead to an increase in the overall demand (Guttentag and Smith, 2017) and how existing,
traditional companies may search for new ways to leverage their brands, instead of simply
competing with SE (Richard and Cleveland, 2016).

Several papers also outline the unsolved policy issues (e.g., taxation, regulation, human
resources policies) posed by SE firms (Laurell and Sandstrom, 2017). SE challenges the
traditional forms of public regulations (Gregory and Halff, 2017). The need to control and
define new and improved metrics in the field is often highlighted (e.g. Williams and Horodnic,
2017).

The final theme has a managerial focus and relates to revenue model and pricing mechanisms.
In SE, price discrimination can be related to the owners’ characteristics (Wang and Nicolau,
2017) and SE companies have different revenue streams (Richard et al., 2018). Most
interestingly, Laurell and Sandstrom (2017) highlighted how the sharing economy field
embraces market and non-market logic, since not all the SE businesses can be considered for
profit organization.

The diversity of topics uncovered in academic papers contrasts with the limited number of
industries under investigation (Figure 6). Most papers focus on the accommodation industry
(34%) and use Airbnb as a prime example. The second biggest category includes papers
covering multiple industries (approximately 25%). 10% of the papers are not based on an
empirical investigation and are purely conceptual.
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Figure 6 — Empirical fields covered in the papers

Albeit insightful, the systematic literature review conducted above only offers a very partial
view of what SE truly is. Specifically, the limited number of cases and industries under
investigation by academics may not be representative of the vast array of businesses and
industries of SE. Therefore, to provide a more definitive overview of the SE phenomenon, it is
useful to look at companies involved in SE and analyze more their industry and business
models.

3.2 Who Is Taking Part in the Sharing Economy

Our empirical investigation shows that the members of sharing economy Ireland, UK and
Denmark operate mainly in the mobility sector (28%), accommodation industry (22%), retail
(16%); while other sectors (e.g., food, fashion, energy) are only represented in small
proportion. The sample of 32 companies is further analyzed along three dimensions: i) the
object of the sharing process, ii) the kind of transaction enabled by the company and iii) the
business model adopted by the company.

3.2.1 What do SE companies actually share?

The first level of analysis is related to the “shared object”: What are SE companies actually
sharing? The results of a high-level analysis are quite surprising; the vast majority of
companies are intermediating physical goods (cars, clothes, homes), while the others are
sharing workforce (Figure 7).



Sharing Economy Companies

Figure 7 — Sharing economy companies: The object of the sharing

The first category comprises peer-to-peer platforms like Airbnb, which enable on a shared
consumption model where “access trumps ownership” such as Ofo or GoCar that respectively
share bikes and cars. The second category is made up of job matching companies, such as Staff
Heroes, which allow businesses to search for extra staff or the Danish Meploy that “match-
makes” companies and people searching for flexible jobs. In the middle, hybrid companies can
be found, leveraging a flexible workforce to trade a physical good. Deliveroo, which links
customers and restaurants through their drivers, is a prime example of this hybrid position.
This initial analysis shows the great variety of sharing objects, which can be referred to SE.
Indeed, the so-called “gig economy”—defined as “a labor market characterized by the
prevalence of short-term contracts or freelance work, as opposed to permanent jobs” (Wilson,
2017)—is represented in the sample. The gig economy emerges as a subset of businesses,
considering a spread workforce and the chance to provide flexible jobs. As there is a huge level
of heterogeneity among the shared objects for this initial level of analysis, it is necessary to
refine our analysis with the next level of analysis focusing on the kind of transaction enabled
by the company to get further insights.

3.2.2 What kind of transactions is enabled?

Concentrating on physical goods, the second level of analysis focuses on the temporality of
the transaction and the newness of the asset, used in this transaction.

Some companies such as Vrumi, Airbnb or Love Home Swap embody the SE concept as they
leverage on an existing asset—an empty room, a vacant apartment and so on—to engage
users in a temporary transaction.

Other companies incarnate the concept of sharing within their industry such as car sharing,
but are often based on a completely different model. In this case, the company owns the
shared product, which has been bought ad hoc for the sharing purposes.



Still, another set of companies perform on a model where they extend the lifecycle and
economic value of used goods. Reshopper, for example, is a platform where people can sell
and buy used children’s items.

Accordingly, our analysis reveals a 2 by 2 matrix based on two main dimensions: the kind of
asset involved in the sharing and the kind of transaction enabled by the company (Figure 8).
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Figure 8 — A Framework to read SE

This classification brings to the emergence of 4 main clusters of SE companies labeled as Seller
Aggregators, On-demand Renters, Lifecycle Extenders and Ephemeral Matchmakers.
Lifecycle Extenders and Seller Aggregators involve a change of ownership. Those businesses
are in fact marketplaces, which enable a sale of new or used products. MyShowCase is an
online beauty store, which sells new brands not widely available on high street shops through
community-based events organized by a network of independent stylists. BuyMie is a retail
grocery application, which allows users to have home deliveries (within an hour) from close
brick and mortar groceries using an independent workforce known as “pickers”. Reshopper
allows users to re-sell used clothes, while StubHub helps users to re-sell exceeding tickets for
events.

Temporary transactions comprise On-demand Renters and Ephemeral Matchmakers.
Ephemeral Matchmakers facilitate an exchange between two types of users with symmetric
needs, i.e., providing an object and consuming an object. Airbnb exemplifies this category.
Similarly, Tryilo is an Irish start-up, which allows people to rent out rarely used objects—such
as a kayak or a professional camera—to other users in the same city. They, however, focus on
experience rather than ownership, hence the name "Ephemeral Matchmakers”. On-demand
Renters allow users to have access to a good, which has been intentionally purchased for this
purpose. Ofo allows users “rent” bikes on-demand rent around the city, or GoCar, rents out
shared cars.



3.2.3 Who owns what?

Accounting for the (initial) owner of the shared object reveals some interesting
considerations. On the one hand, several companies act as intermediaries bringing together
prospective customers searching for specific products and on the other, owners of the desired
good.

This mechanism has been widely studied in the last decade through the concept of two-sided
markets. Scholars defined them as markets where two or more groups of customers are
brought together through a platform, which internalizes the indirect network externalities
governing the relationship between the two groups (e.g., Rochet and Tirole, 2003; Muzellec
et al., 2015). Successful companies such as Uber and Airbnb rely on this kind of market
structure by linking end-users with a peer-supplier (i.e., drivers or hosts in these examples).
Multi-sided platform is also the business model for hybrid companies like Deliveroo
(previously classified as an overlapping case between objects and workforce), that brings
together three different sides: the end-users, restaurants, and riders (e.g., Hagiu and Wright,
2015). Our analysis reveals that Seller Aggregators, Lifecycle Extenders, Ephemeral
Matchmakers are based on this market arrangement.

Finally, if we consider the last cluster—On-demand Renters—we find a different mechanism.
Companies like Ofo or GoCar are the actual owners of the shared good. Their business model
is based on an innovative version of the traditional renting business model. Indeed, they
leverage a digital gate (usually a mobile app) to manage the multiple and on-demand rents
offering a direct access to the shared goods, without a human intermediary.
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Figure 9 — Sharing economy companies: A typology of platforms

This final difference leads to a critical aspect in the definition (and the management
implications) of SE companies. If, in several cases, the concept of platform is used as a core



element for the definition of what is SE (e.g., Mair and Reischauer, 2017; Acquier et al., 2017),
it is also true that not all the companies, which leverage the peculiarities of these sociological
phenomena are actually based on this kind of business model (Figure 9).

In the next section, the focus is going to be moved to the business model and the strategic
implication of these differences, aiming to unveil the opportunities and challenges, which
underpin these different business models.

4 Discussion

The present framework helps companies to position themselves on the spectrum. It helps SE
players to analyze the extent to which it is the changing of ownership features or their use of
existing resources, which classifies them as a participant in the SE. More interestingly, it can
be used as the basis for a more in-depth discussion to see what drives the success of Business
Model archetypes behind Sharing Economy.

4.1 Ephemeral Matchmakers

Ephemeral Matchmakers, defined as companies, which enable a temporary transaction of
existing assets, represent the majority of the sample (approximately 66%) and their modus
operandi is probably the closest to what is commonly understood as SE.

Companies like Airbnb and HomeStay, along with platforms that assist in finding a flexible job,
like Staff Heroes are part of this group. Indeed, these multi-sided platforms often leverage idle
capacities, valuing existing—but under-used—assets. These companies are satisfying a need,
which may already be partially satisfied by incumbents.

The companies of this cluster may be labeled as two-sided markets or two-sided platforms
(Hagiu and Wright, 2015), which refers to a specific kind of platform that aims to link two
different groups of customers (Rochet and Tirole, 2003; Gawer, 2014) relying on cross-side
network externalities (Katz and Shapiro, 1985; Shapiro and Varian, 1999). Hence,
entrepreneurs should pay attention to the design of two specific value propositions, which
touch the right motivation drivers for each side. SE matchmaking platforms present the same
challenges as other multi-sided platforms. In particular, attention should be given to the
chicken and egg paradox (Caillaud and Jullien, 2003), and the opportunities of managing
platforms throughout the life cycle (Eisenmann, 2007). The question hence is why should end-
users and providers participate in these platforms instead of using a traditional service? Also,
how matchmakers’ value propositions differ from what traditional firms offer?

As outlined by the systematic literature review, end-users’ motivation may be related to the
potential financial benefit (e.g. a lower price), but also the hedonic experiences (e.g., Verganti,
2017). The analysis of the value proposition of SE corroborates this perspective. On the end-
users’ (consumers’) side, SE companies tend to put forward the notion of experience (rather
than ownership) and authenticity (rather than professionalism). For example, Airbnb’s value
proposition emphasizes the authenticity of an experience: “book unique homes and
experience a city like a local”. The idle-capacity dimensions of those platforms can also be
related to sustainability motivation argument, albeit the emphasis for the provider side
(suppliers-owners working with Airbnb, Vrumi) is leaning towards potential financial gains



(“Vrumi allows householders in the UK to make extra money from renting out their unused
space to busy professionals during the day”).

The success of those matchmaking platforms will depend on their ability to build trust. Since
the platform itself acts as a warranty towards the other side, trust-enabling mechanisms are
essential to entice both sides to join the platforms. Our analysis reveals that this is achieved
through three key mechanisms: identity verification, user reviews, and secure payment.
Identity verification is the initial trust-building mechanism used by Airbnb, BlaBlaCar and other
SE companies, requiring end-users to initially sign up through one and very often two social
media platforms (such as Facebook, Google + or LinkedIn).

Once users are signed into the platform, a mechanism must ensure the quality of the service.
One-sided rating mechanism (the rating of Uber drivers by taxi users) or more often reciprocal
reviewing (i.e., hosts and travelers reviewing each other on Airbnb, HomeStay, Love Home
Swap etc.,) is essential to building trust on both sides of the market.

Finally, trust is also built through a secure payment system, which collects money from the
end user’s side and delays the payment to the provider's side until the transaction is
completed and all parties satisfied.

4.2 Lifecycle Extenders

Lifecycle Extenders are companies (e.g., Reshopper or ReSecond), which leverage existing
assets to create a sale-based transaction; they represent approximately 11% of the overall
sample. Here, the concept of sharing is somehow missing, since the “supplier” group sells
something to the “customer” group. However, this cluster partially overlaps with the so-called
“circular-economy”, in which participants also aim to increase the lifecycle of products
(Urbinati et al., 2017). Sustainability can be considered as the main motivational driver for
buyers. Sellers are motivated by utilitarian reason (gaining an economic incentive) along with
the willingness to promote a more sustainable lifestyle. Hence, managers could put forward
the notion of sustainability in their value propositions for both sides of the platform. This is
clearly what ReSecond in Denmark is doing with the slogan: “Give before you take it: What
have you done to save the planet today?” However, focusing solely on the sustainability
element may restrict market size; hence, convenience, proximity or safety may constitute
better arguments to entice consumers to join the platforms. In the UK, Reshopper put forward
the following value proposition: “Buy and sell used children's items, easily and safely in your
own city”. Like other multi-sided platforms, success is partially conditioned by the platforms'
ability to build trust amongst participants. Secure payment mechanism and truthful ratings
system of participants are designed to guarantee a minimum acceptable quality of service.

A similar approach has been previously defined in the literature through the work of Botsman
and Rogers (2011), regarding the chance to increase the usage of idle resources and somehow
extend the lifecycle of a product. Their view is mainly linked with the chance to increase the
usage of products without changing the ownership (i.e., car-pooling) or to the chance to
design ex-ante an extended product-service system lifecycle. Nevertheless, in our view



“Lifecycle extenders” are companies that extend the life of a product by connecting the
products’ original owners and future consumers of a now used asset.

4.3 Seller Aggregators

Seller Aggregators are one of the two smallest clusters in the sample, accounting for
approximately 11% of the sample. These companies are based on a permanent sale
transaction for new assets or products; hence, their membership in the sharing economy
industry network is surprising. They share with the previous clusters the fact that they are
platforms connecting two-sided markets. In the context of SE, those platforms often offer a
new way for small firms on the supply side (such as the restaurants in Deliveroo) to reach an
extended customer base, while offering the users a unique point of entry to search and order
from a variety of small suppliers. These companies may find difficult to define a sustainable
pricing mechanism (since they are usually based on transaction fees) and they often need to
search for innovative ways to capture the value they created. In this perspective, companies
may capture value exploiting the value of the huge amount of data, which they collect on
buyers, sellers and the data generated through their interactions (Trabucchi et al., 2017,
2019). The literature on marketplaces (e.g., Viswanathan et al., 2010; Tauscher and Laudien,
2018) may help to understand companies belonging to this cluster.

4.4 On-Demand Renters

The last cluster represents 17% of the sample and shows the greatest heterogeneity. On-
demand Renters are companies, which enable a temporary transaction on new assets. AlImost
all cars and bikes sharing companies belong to this cluster. Car sharing has been considered
for example a resistant innovation (Ram, 1989; Claudy et al., 2015), trying to change the
rooted behavior of the customers while offering new opportunities. For this reason, the
motivation drivers need once again to be highly-related to the design of the value proposition:
Why people should want to participate in these kinds of businesses? In these cases, the
sustainability perspective on the SE may play a key role. Indeed, even if the shared assets have
been created ad hoc, they are going to be used by multiple user, and eventually they aim to
reduce the overall consumption reducing the time where those assets are not used. However,
the value propositions, which seem to resonate the most with consumers are focused on
convenience, e.g. “Donkey Republic: 24/7 Bike Rental, find a bike near you and unlock with
your phone” and user experience, e.g., Zip Car: “Own the trip, not the car: a smarter way to
get around the city”.

The competitive advantage and key factors of success for those services reside in their ability
to master on-demand technology linked to mobile applications including the app’s extreme
user-friendliness, inventory management, and asset/user geo-localization. On-demand
renters are not two-sided platforms; they only have one type of customers, whom they need
to convince just like any traditional single-side market. However, their business model has
implications for the amount of capital needed to set up such businesses. In the previous
categories, the platform could be launched with no capital invested in the shared asset as it



was provided by a third party (Rifkin, 2014). On the other hand, on-demand renters need a
huge amount of capital not only to set up the platforms and attract potential users, but also
to buy the assets, which are going to be shared. These companies need to pay attention to
very different dynamics, for example the reasons why people may decide to rent instead of to
buy (e.g., Knox and Eliashberg, 2009) or different models of governance in non-ownership-
based services (e.g., Ndubisi et al., 2016).

5 Managerial takeaways: lifting the fog.

In summary, this research aims to help managers and academics to approach the SE
phenomenon with a slightly different perspective. It does so in the following manner. First,
the study shows that SE models are not constraints to the accommodation sector, but also
concern the automotive/transportation industry, a host of emerging sectors such as job
platforms, retailing, restaurants, energy. Our research also shows that SE companies are for
the most part digital platforms, which connect two types of users where a provider
shares/rents/exchanges a specific asset with a user. We labelled those types of companies'
ephemeral matchmakers as they enable the temporary exchange of an asset between two
sides of a market. This type of businesses is already well-described in the literature and is
typical of the accommodation industry. Our research has helped to extend the boundaries of
SE to industries and business types previously ignored by the academic and managerial
literature. This study shows that sharing economies also include on-demand rent platforms,
which commonly mutualized the use of an asset (e.g., car) so that individual ownership is not
necessary. It also extends to companies (Lifecycle Extenders), which allow individuals to buy
or resell used items. Not all the companies in SE aim to share; in some cases, they sell, but do
not use existing products such as the seller aggregator’s category. Therefore, each category
requires a different managerial focus.

Ephemeral matchmakers are often two-sided digital platforms which require a careful design
of two value propositions matching the needs of each sides. Managers of Lifecycle Extenders
Businesses may still rely on that model, but also put forward the sustainable element of their
businesses. Entrepreneurs entering the Seller Aggregators category should try to emulate
successful marketplace (e.g. Amazon). Here the focal point should be the platform usability,
to achieve customer centricity and data harvesting. On-Demand renters may focus their
attention on service design and the successful mechanisms of business model based on
renting and subscriptions.

III

Finally, some takeaways also for incumbents and “traditional” companies may be provided.

If companies are the providers of a service/product where the change of ownership is not a
sine qua non-condition for the customers' experience, then they can be severely exposed to
the threat of SE entrants. Considering this, it is hardly surprising that the rental industry is the
industry, which has been the most disrupted. Airbnb is renting rooms and apartments just like
any other hotels. Here the pain for those incumbent players has been aggravated by the fact
that not only a change of ownership is not necessary in the rented accommodation industry,
but the customers' experience very often surpasses the experience of renting a hotel room

(see Airbnb motto: “Belongs anywhere”). If a company finds itself in a sector where the



current set of resources can be leveraged by a third party (SE players), it should also consider
itself in danger. For example, one member of Sharing Economy Ireland is revolutionizing the
grocery retail market. BuyMie is an app, which allows consumers to order their groceries from
a supermarket chain of their choice and be delivered within an hour. Contrary to most e-
commerce websites, the start-up has not invested in expensive delivery system and
warehousing solutions; it just focuses on the app usability and references existing products of
the incumbent brick and mortar retail chain. Buymie leverages the retail network of
incumbent players, seeing each retail outlet as a warehouse/delivery hub. Once the user has
done his shopping list on his/her mobile phone, a "picker" can go shopping on the buyer's
behalf in the most conveniently located shop and deliver it within an hour. In the process,
Buymie collects a huge amount of data on the shopping habits of hundreds of consumers
across several shops. However, traditional retailers could react and leverage their current
proximity with consumers by building a platform, which would connect people who cannot
and don't want to go shopping with consumers shopping in their shops, so that through the
mediation of an app, some shoppers would deliver groceries to sedentary clients.

6 Limitations and Future Research

6.1 Limitations

This paper started with a simple observation: there are a number of definitions highlighting
different attributes of Sharing Economy businesses (e.g., Habibi et al., 2017; Kathan et al.,
2016; Mair and Reischauer, 2017; Acquier et al., 2017; Belk, 2007; Botsman and Rogers, 2011;
Constantiou et al., 2017; Munoz and Cohen, 2017; Piscicelli et al., 2018) and at the same time
there are some companies claiming to be part of SE, that do not necessarily possess those
attributes. It is a qualitative research with some limitations regarding the sample size and the
lack of primary resources. Our paper does aim to provide statistically significant results
regarding the analyzed categories but instead it simply aims to clear the fog surrounding this
new phenomenon. To do so, we do not provide a new definition, that may end up being too
wide or too narrow. We simply provided lenses to scholars and managers to help them see
through the fog.

6.2 Future Research Avenues

This research shows a misalignment between the ongoing literature streams regarding the SE
phenomenon and the diversity of companies taking part in it.

For example, we showed how most previous researches in the field are focused on the
accommodation industry, which represents a key pillar of the entire SE, but it is not the only
one. The academic community also needs to look at the Sharing Economy potentials and
implications for retailers, restaurants, car manufacturers, office provider, and so on.
Regarding the topics studied so far, the landscape is wider, but still quite polarized. Indeed,
almost three papers out of four considered in our review consider the customers' standpoints
(i.e. through motivations and, behaviors) or the incumbents’ perspective (i.e. Impact on the



market, policy implications). A relatively small number of papers have just started to focus on
the business models behind the SE companies, mainly studying the pricing dynamics. Yet,
Sharing Economy companies are redefining markets and industries to an extent rarely seen
before. It is essential to understand the drivers of SE companies’ success.

Our study suggests that more research needs to be undertaken from the company standpoint.
What does it mean to design the value proposition of a SE company? How can entrepreneurs
develop such businesses? What are the critical success factors that differentiate those
companies? How do SE companies reach the critical mass? How do they overcome the chicken
and egg paradox? What are the diffusion of innovations patterns of SE company? Do they
differ from their traditional counterparts?

Academic research in the field has grown at a fast rate in recent years. A significant percentage
of those papers try to define what is and what is not part of the phenomenon. At the same
time, the empirical world is moving at a different pace, and the next step should be moving
on, from the definition of the phenomenon to the study of these companies. Our framework
is a small initial step in this direction. Academics should consider the four different types of
sharing economy companies across multiple sectors. Our study reveals that the two or multi-
sided platform literature constitutes very appropriate lenses to focus on ephemeral match
makers and life-cycle extenders SE companies.
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