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Evaluation tools for a sustainable sharing economy in the Brussels-Capital Region 

Recommendations from the city4coEN project. 
 

This research is part of the City4coEN project (2017-2020; INNOVIRIS 2016-PRFB-22a). 
The aim of the project was to analyse the organisational and business models of 
sharing economy organisations that promote socially inclusive and sustainable 
economic growth. 
 
All cited project documents in this report are available online on the project repository 
(http://biogov.uclouvain.be/city4coEN/). Detailed information on section 3 (Fossati et 
al., 2019); section 6 (Brabant, 2000); section 4,5 and 7 (Marique, 2020). 

 
1. Introduction 
 
The goal of the city4coEN project was to provide recommendations for tools for assessing and 
improving the sustainability of sharing economy organisations. Based on international 
examples, such as the “Blue Angel” sustainability label used by sharing economy organisations 
in Germany, and the research on the ecosystem of sharing economy organisations in the 
Brussels Region, the project proposes a scheme for sustainability labelling.  
 
The design of the label is based on the following research components:  

• An exhaustive mapping of the sharing economy organisations in Brussels 
• A large-scale survey on the main organisational and business models, with a special 

focus on the potential of the social economy related business models to contribute to 
sustainable development in the Brussels Region 

• A literature review of the specific sustainability criteria for the sharing economy, based 
on its potential to contribute to less natural resource intensive economies, through 
increasing the use of underused assets  

• A legal analysis of the actions that the Brussels Region can undertake to make this 
sustainability contribution more transparent and provide reliable information to users 
and customers 

• A survey of the organisational resources available with sharing economy organisations 
to implement a labelling scheme in the Brussels Region 

 
This short recommendation report presents a summary of the essential components of the 
policy proposal that results from this research, as presented in the various reports produced 
by the research team.  
 
2. General objective of the “sustainable resource sharing organisation” label 
 
To receive a “sustainable resource sharing organisation” label, the organization should offer 
an activity that contributes to the specific sustainability goal of the sharing economy: allowing 
a more efficient use of idling capacity in the economy.  
 

http://biogov.uclouvain.be/city4coEN/
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Idling capacity is the term used to describe the untapped social, economic and environmental 
value of underused assets (such as unused rooms in houses, food that might be wasted, empty 
spaces in cars etc.). 

3. General definition of the eligibility criteria

Research assumes that to contribute to sustainable resource sharing, sharing economy 
sharing economy organisations need to meet a series of requirements, which can be 
considered as eligibility criteria under the award. The goods shared goods need to be 
shareable, providing temporary access, ownership of the good to be shared is based on non-
pecuniary motivations and the efficiency of the sharing scheme is supported by digital tools. 

Shareability 

The goods need to be shareable. It means that the goods need to be tangible and exist in the 
physical space. Therefore, it can be subject to idling (which means having an excess-capacity). 
It can both relate to real estate (for instance pieces of lands, buildings) but also to movable 
goods (for instance food, cars). But knowledge and time is not something that automatically 
falls within this definition of the award criteria, as not all knowledge or time-based exchange 
services contribute to more sustainable resource use or more efficient use of idling capacity.  

Temporary access 

The access to the good shall be limited in time to the extent that it is necessary. It excludes 
initiatives requiring transfer of the legal title or other changes in the ownership structure of 
durable goods. The temporary access is thus a means to leverage the idling capacity and 
increase the efficiency of the use of the resources. It excludes therefore second-hand 
shops. It however includes one-time perishable consumable goods (such as food). 

Nonpecuniary motivation for the ownership of goods 
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The ownership of the good or the part of the good with idling capacity needs to be for self-
use. It excludes the purchase of a shareable goods with the sole intent to extract a rent from 
making it available to third parties. This criterion seeks to preserve the objective to contribute 
to making gains in the efficiency of the use of existing resources, with the view to diminish 
overall reliance on natural resources and decrease waste.  
  
Use of digital tools  
 
The Sharing economy is often associated with information and communication technology 
mediation. The use of information technologies has been an important driver in upscaling 
many historical sharing practices. Moreover, digital technologies expand the opportunities to 
create interactions amongst strangers, reducing risks and transaction costs, notably by the use 
of online reputation systems (such as reviews and ratings). It thus amplifies the sustainability 
outcomes of the initiative to be awarded with a label.  
 
4. Flexibility of the scheme as a learning tool for sharing economy organisations 
 
Not all criteria can be satisfied to the same degree by all sharing economy organisations. For 
instance, some sharing economy organisations in the food sharing sector are very much 
community based and are less depend on digital tools for commercial transactions. However, 
for such organisations the label might reward the use of digital tools for information, 
awareness raising and administrative purpose. 
 
A convenient way for implementing the scheme is therefore to use a “points” system, where 
sharing economy organisations can gain points on each of the 4 criteria, with a minimum 
threshold on each of the criteria. According to the overall points, an organisation could receive 
a “one star”, “two stars” or “three stars” label.  
 
Such a system can rely on the successful “eco-dynamic enterprise” scheme put into place in 
the Brussels Region. In particular, this scheme has shown that the learning greatly benefits 
from regular “information” sessions with a sub-group of sharing economy organisations who 
use or want to use the label. The latter allows for information exchange, awareness raising 
and evaluation/update of the points system. 
 
5. A “lightweight” but reliable legal/administrative tool 
 
Seen the proliferation of private labelling that possess varying degrees of reliability and 
external accountability, the research has opted for a public labelling scheme created by the 
Brussels Region.  
 
Such a public label does not need to impose heavy administrative burden on the Region or the 
sharing economy organisations. In particular, as shown in the research report on labelling of 
the city4coEN project, the model of the creation of “certificate” by the Region, which satisfies 
a set of well-defined eligibility criteria that can be controlled in a transparent way, seems an 
appropriate way forward. This model was used in various existing labelling schemes created 
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by the Brussels Region, such as the “eco-dynamic enterprise”, the “Good Food Label”, or the 
“Brussels Label”.  
 
A “certificate” for awarding the “sustainable resource sharing organisation” can be created 
through a decree of the Brussels Region (Ordonnance/Ordonnantie). The general description 
of the eligibility criteria, the principle of the “points system”, the process for approving and 
improving the definition of the points to be obtained, and the control mechanism can all be 
specified in the Decree.  
 
6. A tailor-made implementation mechanism for two main clusters of sharing economy 
organisations 
 
A well-designed sustainability label for the sharing economy needs to match the needs and 
demands of the sharing economy organisations, and benefits should exceed the additional 
cost/time investment for the sharing economy organisations. Therefore, in addition to keep 
the additional efforts and costs to the organisation as low as possible, the implementation 
mechanism should use as best as possible the existing organisational resources of the sharing 
economy organisations for controlling the reliability of the scheme and for creating 
transparency.  
 
The city4coEn project organized therefore a set of in depth semi-structured interviews on 
existing organisational resources for sustainability evaluations with 23 sharing economy 
organisations, which were selected to cover the main areas of study of the project (sharing in 
the areas of food, housing, objects and mobility). The sample also represented the main 
business models present in Brussels (start-ups, organized non-profits and citizen grassroots 
organisations). All interviews were fully transcribed and coded in qualitative analysis. 
 
The survey clearly indicated two distinct clusters of sharing economy organisations, which 
suggests the need for two different implementation pathways:  
 

• One group of sharing economy organisations, such as the Cambio car sharing 
organisation or Usitoo tool sharing organisation, addresses individual users for 
instance through digital platforms and has experience with several more formal 
evaluation mechanisms that can build trust between the organisation and the 
individual users. When inquiring about their attitudes on evaluation tools (internal 
evaluation, external evaluation or labelling), they are overall stronger in favour of 
these tools and/or are using some of these tools. 

• A second group of sharing economy organisations, such as the GASAP collective food 
buying group or the network of repair cafés, are more community based and their way 
of creating trust on their sustainability criteria relies more on community discussions, 
awareness raising events and citizen engagement. When inquiring about their 
attitudes on evaluation tools, they are overall not interested and/or not in favour of 
these tools, as they are too formal and do not match their organisational practices. 
They are more in favour of participatory and community-based evaluation of their 
practices. 
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To address the needs of the second group, it is interesting to look at the over two decades of 
experience with more participatory and community-based evaluation mechanism in the field 
of organic labelling. Indeed, the International Federation of Organic Agriculture Movements 
has developed and managed several community certification schemes for organic agriculture, 
which operate in parallel to the more conventional third party audited organic labelling 
scheme. One of these schemes, which is also recognized as a valid approach under the 
European legislation for organic labelling, is the “internal control system for group 
certification”. An Internal Control System is a documented quality assurance system that 
allows an external certification body to delegate the periodic inspection of individual group 
members to an identified collective body or unit within the certified operator. This means that 
the third-party certification bodies only have to inspect the well-functioning of the system, as 
well as to perform a few spot-check re-inspections of individual smallholders. This mechanism, 
or an adaptation, seems to provide an appropriate alternative to third party auditing that 
better fits organisation that are already used to more formal evaluation schemes.  
 
The research results therefore suggest the creation of two control mechanism of the 
“sustainable resource sharing organisation” label, so that the sharing economy organisations 
can opt into the mechanism that best fits their resources. 
 

• A first mechanism, based on external audits, as in the label “eco-dynamic enterprise”. 
This mechanism requires acquaintance with more formal evaluation processes. 

• A second mechanism, based on internal and participatory control systems, as in the 
internal control system for group certification. This system could be delegated to the 
general assembly or the executive board of the organisation. This mechanism requires 
acquaintance with more community led means of building trust and transparency on 
the organisational practices.  

 
7. Foster broad participation by business and community organisations 
 
The governing mechanism of existing public sustainability labelling mechanisms, such as “the 
Blue Angel” in Germany or the various organic labelling schemes, is often quite complex, seen 
the complex sustainability requirements that the label needs to cover.  
 
The set of criteria of the “sustainable resource sharing organisation”, seen the very specific 
sustainability potential of the sharing economy, are however much simpler. A lightweight 
governance mechanism could therefore be put in place, by building upon the successful 
mechanism used in the “eco-dynamic enterprise” label. The main components are (1) a web-
based submission system (2) an external audit system managed by the Brussels’ 
administration or for inspecting the internal control system for group certification (3) regular 
information sessions for a sub-set of sharing economy organisations to evaluate the scheme 
and the criteria, and to raise awareness for new potentially interested sharing economy 
organisations.  
 
The interviews highlighted that the information sessions have proven an especially important 
factor of the success of the “eco-dynamic enterprise” label. As the sharing economy is a fast 
moving reality, rapid access to new information and mutual learning on best practices  is also 



 6 

likely to be a key factor of success for the proposed “sustainable resource sharing 
organisation” label.  
 
 


