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Business and governance models of sustainability-oriented sharing economy organisations 
Summary of the scientific results of 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/). 

 
1. Introduction 
 
Scholars have broadly defined the collaborative economy as characterized by the shared use 
of under-utilised or easy to share goods and services (Belk, 2013; Botsman & Rogers, 2010). 
The shared consumption practices cover a wide spectrum of sectors of activity, such as car 
sharing, co-housing or exchange of goods, and they can take different forms such as matching 
“haves and wants” through online digital platforms, organising the collaborative use of 
products as an alternative to buying, or the sharing of intangible resources such as time and 
skills. 
 
The key research question of the project is to analyse the contribution of the sharing economy 
organisations to sustainable development of the Brussels Region. For this the project 
organized three strongly interrelated research strands:  
 

(1) An analysis of the business and governance models that are most successfully used by 
long-lasting sustainability-oriented sharing economy organisations 

(2) A definition of the criteria that can be used by these organisations to evaluate the 
contribution to more sustainable natural resourced use in the overall economy 

(3) An analysis of the legal/policy tools that further promote the emergence and 
development of sustainability orientation sharing economy organisations.  

 
This scientific results report focuses on the two first research strands, while the 
recommendations report focuses on the third research strand.  
 
2. Business and governance models of sustainability-oriented sharing economy organisation 
 
To analyse the business and governance models of sustainability-oriented sharing economy 
organisations the project conducted a close-ended in depth survey with the leaders of 50 
collaborative economy organisations operating in the Region of Brussels Capital. The field 
work aimed at understanding the dynamics of business and governance models that allow 
sharing economy organisations to pursue a social mission in combination with the pursuit of 
economic sustainability.  
 
The analysis of our sample showed the existence of four main clusters of organisations 
operating in the Brussels Region: foreign large-scale for-profit enterprises, start-ups, citizen 
initiatives and partnership social enterprises.  

http://biogov.uclouvain.be/city4coEN/
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The main governance tools to integrate social mission in the organisations are: 

• Rules for reinvesting profits in social mission related activities/development  
• Rules of limiting the distribution of profits to shareholders 
• Involvement of community stakeholders in the governance bodies 
• Adopting equal voting rights to all members of the general assembly 
• A rule for distributing net assets to a similar mission driven organisation in case of 

bankruptcy 
 
The sustainability oriented models are all situated in the last three clusters (none in the foreign 
large-scale for-profit cluster), but the long-term evolutionary dynamics of these business 
models is very different. 
 
Concerning the trajectories of the start-ups, in our sample, the Belgian start-ups are very 
young. Most of them, if successful, evolve into larger for-profit enterprises without social 
mission or are taken over by bigger foreign for-profit enterprises. Only some successfully 
developed a social mission purpose, by adopting some of the governance tools of the 
partnership social enterprises (mainly by reinvesting profits into the social mission and putting 
a maximum on profit distribution to shareholders). Therefore, the likely development path of 
social mission driven start-ups is to become a hybrid organisation with some features of the 
start-ups and some features of the partnership social enterprises.  
 
The citizen initiatives mostly emerge from civil society as mutual interest associations that 
move towards the general interest (such as in the case of urban gardens, collective food buying 
groups etc.). Due to the difficulty to mobilising voluntary resources in the long run, citizen 
initiatives adopt features of partnership social enterprises, developing a multi-stakeholder 
governance and membership basis, or searching for support by with public bodies. These 
features may indeed lead to a move of some citizen initiatives towards “partnership social 
enterprises”. However, we must not underestimate the willingness of some of these 
citizenship initiatives to stay outside the market or to limit administrative duties. In such case, 
they are more likely to continue to exist as a pure voluntary grassroots organisation. This last 
“participatory and community based” category of organisations will be analysed in more 
depth in the third section, when analysing the implementation of a sustainability labelling 
scheme for the sharing economy. 
 
The category of partnership social enterprises most fully adopts the various governance tools 
listed above. In the sample of sustainability oriented organisations in the Brussels Region, 
these enterprises most successfully upscaled to a larger scale. However, they face important 
challenges to preserve the societal mission in a context of fierce competition from foreign 
large-scale for-profit organisations operating in the same markets. Therefore, successful 
organisations have been able to further develop the sustainability focus of their activities 
through partnerships with civil society associations and some level of support from public 
authorities for their contribution to environmental and social sustainability. As we will see 
below in the third section, these larger organisations often already use more formal 
sustainability evaluation mechanisms and are therefore a good candidate for the proposed 
support in terms of a public labelling scheme.  
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Detailed information on this section : Lambert et al., 2019. 
 
3. Operational criteria for evaluating the contribution of sharing economy to environmental 
and social sustainability 
 
The literature on the sharing economy shows that the sustainability contribution of the 
sharing economy organisations is often poorly analysed. The second research strand aimed 
therefore at defining the criteria that can be used by these organisations to evaluate the 
contribution to more sustainable natural resource use in the overall economy that follow from 
the promoting mechanisms for shared use of goods.   
 
3.1. The contribution to environmental sustainability 
 
Based on a systematic literature review, Curtis and Lehner (2019) attempt at “defining the 
sharing economy for sustainability”. According to their results, the specific sustainability 
contribution of the sharing economy consists in decreasing the natural resource input into the 
economy by sharing otherwise under-used assets – the so-called idling capacity of the goods. 
This natural resource benefit is highest when the sharing economy organisations satisfies 
three criteria: 
  

(1) organizing the sharing of tangible and rival goods that have idling capacity  
(2) providing temporary access to these goods and  
(3) organizing the sharing of goods that are already owned for other reasons (that is the 

idling capacity is not acquired with the purpose of sharing, or monetary benefits) 
 
A fourth criteria, the use of information and communication technology, further contributes 
to the efficiency of the sharing mechanism. This criterion is not specific to the sustainability 
contribution, but, if combined with the first three criteria, the use of information and 
communication technology further enhances the efficiency and therefore the potential 
benefits in decreasing the use of natural resources.  
 
This definition excludes a number of elements such as the gig economy, business to consumer 
models and second-hand markets. This strand of research argues that a revised, narrower and 
more consistent definition of the sharing economy is the way to fight threats to the realisation 
of its sustainability claims. 
 
Concretely, this sustainability approach presents several advantages. First, it might help to 
prevent sharewashing, enhance consumers’ trust and eventually support a consumer-driven 
development of a sustainability-oriented sharing economy. Hawlitschek et al. (2018) explain 
that sharewashing describes an “act of misleading consumers by purposely portraying an 
image of social and ecological principles while the platform’s business model does not 
necessarily involve them”. Second, a definition of the sharing economy that explicitly 
articulates sustainability claims can be more easily translated into the institutional arenas, 
such as in a labelling scheme such as developed in this project.  
 
To test this framework for the Brussels Region, a detailed literature review on sustainability 
evaluations in the sharing economy was made to design an interview protocol (cf. ref of 
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report Ela). On this basis, 23 sharing economy organisations were interviewed between 
August 2019 and January 2020. The sample contains a broad variety of business models and 
covered the main areas of the project sample (sharing in the fields of food, housing, objects 
and mobility). All interviews were fully transcribed and analysed with a double coding scheme: 
a first one related to the sustainability criteria (discussed in this section) and a second one 
related to the organisational resources for conducting sustainability evaluations (discussed in 
the next section).  
 
The main results of the coding of the sustainability criteria are within this sample are :  
 

• Goods with idling capacity: sustainability benefits of sharing are inherent to the sharing 
organisation when the sharing activities directly decrease natural resource input, that 
is when the sharing involves tangible goods that are in part under-used. 

 
• Temporary access: organisations with a sustainability orientation within the sharing 

economy do not involve transfer in ownership of durable goods; or they provide 
temporary access, or they imply the sharing of perishable goods (such as in sharing 
of food waste). This criterion excludes the second-hand markets, which indeed do not 
always promote resource use efficiency, as goods are often acquired with the explicit 
intent to resell them after some years and buy new ones.  

 
• Non-pecuniary motivation of ownership: the sharing economy encompasses 

sustainability models based both on for profit and not-for profit mechanisms for 
operating the sharing platforms’ tools and services; however, in sustainability 
orientated organisations, the ownerships of the shared goods themselves is not 
related to the intent of making profit.  

 
Finally, the use of information and communication technologies varied greatly amongst the 
sharing economy organisations. In some cases organisations use it for organisation the 
transactions and the payments, while in others the focus is rather on information and 
awareness raising. However, in all cases, the proliferation of new initiatives, and the growth 
of the already established ones, was greatly empowered by the digital tools.  
 
Detailed information on this section: Fossati et al., 2019. 
 
3.2. The contribution to social sustainability 
 
In addition to the environmental sustainability, the sharing economy raises some new social 
sustainability issues. In practice therefore, these 4 criteria of environmental sustainability 
need to be combined with some related criteria of social sustainability.  
 
Most of the basic social sustainability requirements are covered in various existing legal 
framework such as labour law or consumer protection legislation, but some of these are 
specific to the sharing economy. To analyse these specific issues and in-depth legal analysis 
was conducted of the duties of the sharing economy platforms to satisfy consumer 
protection, privacy and workers’ rights. The research has highlighted two salient issues where 
the legal interpretation is still in debate and that therefore warrant an explicit pro-active 
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attitude by the sharing economy organisations, which goes beyond the minimal legal 
requirements. The first is the issue of the responsibility of digital platforms in content 
governance (for instance removing illegal or misleading content) in the context of digital 
platform liability and the issue of selecting providers of shareable goods that follow the best 
available standards in the protection of the workers’ rights. Social sustainability evaluations 
of sharing economy organisations could take into account efforts made in this direction. 
 
Beyond the discussions on the legal requirements for satisfying basic social and consumer 
rights, social sustainability includes also the broader dimensions of promoting environmental 
and social citizenship. Community oriented sharing economy organisations explicitly aim to 
contribute to this aspect of social sustainability. To analyse this second issue, a web-based 
user survey was conducted in 2018, which resulted in 247 valid completed questionnaires 
from users of a diversity of sharing economy organisations. The major finding is that the 
highest effects on environmental and social awareness raising are reached in organisation that 
offer internal participation to its members and organisations that offer networking 
opportunities with other organisations in the same field of activity. 
 
Detailed information on this section : Brabant and Dedeurwaerdere 2020; Kleczweski 2017 
(policy brief). 
 
4. Organisational resources for conducting sustainability evaluations 
 
The two first research strands allow to understand the scope for improvements in 
sustainability in the sharing economy, both through adopting of innovative governance 
models and robust evaluation criteria. 
 
The third research strands analyses a policy proposal for supporting the sustainability oriented 
organisations.  
 
Especially labels receive special attention, since it has been demonstrated that labels help to 
increase transparency in the debate on sustainable impact and create trust with the users. 
Moreover, public labelling schemes can been used in the criteria for public procurement or 
contribute to more reliable data gathering on good practices by public authorities. 
 
Based on the field work in the Brussels Regions, interviews with public officials and the in 
depth semi-structured interviews of the 23 collaborative initiatives, the research mapped 
the attitudes towards the usage of evaluation tools within sustainability oriented sharing 
economy organisations. This mapping resulted in the identification of two sub-groups of 
sharing initiatives. Group 1 has a more « operational attitude » towards improving social and 
ecological sustainability, being overall stronger in favour of evaluation tools but score on 
average lower on investing in various social-educational tools. Group 2 has a more « social 
transformational attitude » towards improving social and ecological sustainability, being 
overall not interested and/or not in favour of evaluation tools, but scoring on average high on 
investing in various social-educational tools. 
 
Detailed information on this section: Brabant, 2020.  
 


