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1. Introduction 
The sharing economy represents a new mode of resource distribution that is supposed to (i) 
improve the utilization of underused goods and (ii) to enable access to those goods instead of 
ownership. These two claims are related to the efficiency aspect of sustainability; the idea that 
a higher human well-being can be obtained per unit of extraction or imposition upon nature1. 
Moreover, the sharing economy is supposed to empower people (e.g. create social ties and 
communities) and to lead to prosperity (e.g. create value through decentralised rather than 
hierarchical institutions). While sustainability claims have been central to the rise of the sharing 
economy (Heinrichs, 2013), there is a growing concern about their realisation (Martin, 2016). 
The on-going scholarly debate about the sharing economy recognises this concern to be of an 
epistemological nature. Indeed, conceptual contestedness is at work, with endless disputes 
about the proper use of the sharing economy concept arising from its strong normativity and 
positive appraisal (Acquier, Daudigeos, & Pinkse, 2017) 2. As such, the confusion is “self-
propelling” (Frenken & Schor, 2017). This results in a highly heterogeneous spectrum of cases 
that appear to be concerned: from multinational digital platforms to grassroots citizen 
initiatives, from filesharing to tool libraries or shared gardens.  
In previous work (Lambert, Dedeurwaerdere, Nyssens, Severi, & Brolis, 2019) we have 
investigated issues of organisational diversity within the so-called sharing economy. The 
resulting empirical typology distinguishes four economic models: foreign for-profit-
organisations, domestic start-ups, partnership social enterprises and citizen initiatives. Through 
this, we gained a nuanced understanding of the specific combination of organisational features 
(e.g. governance structure, legal form and type of economic resource mobilisation) that 
differentiate actors of the so-called sharing economy (see figure A1 in annexes). One can argue 
that the two latter models, which are embedded in the social and solidarity economy 
(partnership social enterprises and citizen initiatives), present a stronger sustainability potential. 
However, since the sample was built on the basis of broad criteria and ultimately relied on the 
perceptions that key fieldwork informants had on the phenomenon, rather than on the basis of 
a set of strict analytical criteria3, it seems hard to connect this sustainability potential with the 
sustainability claims specifically associated with the sharing economy. In other words, we are 
not sure to what extent “alternatives” (to platform capitalism) refer to the sharing economy in 
itself or to close cousins (e.g. urban commons, social cooperativism, solidarity economy, social 
economy, circular economy).  
Frenken & Schor (2017) consider that there are two “relatively easy routes” for dealing with 
the conceptual contentedness in the sharing economy literature. First, researchers can try to 
understand the different meanings that actors attribute to the sharing economy. 
Methodologically, this mainly implies discursive analysis. However, organisational diversity 
analysis can also be understood as engaging in this route. It contributes to grasping the relative 
position of actors by referring to an organisational ideal-type (i.e. social enterprise) and 

                                                 
1 « The efficiency aspect of sustainability assesses the production of human well-being (not necessarily material 
goods) per unit of extraction from, or imposition upon nature » (p. 36) (Paehlke, 2005).  
2 Other well-known examples of essentially contested concepts are democracy (Gallie, 1956) and social innovation 
(Ayob, Teasdale, & Fagan, 2016; Callorda Fossati, Degavre, & Nyssens, 2017). Note that essentially contested 
concepts are umbrella concepts (criterion of internal complexity). Confronted to internally complex concepts, 
researchers need to consider the possibility of disaggregation or, on the contrary, the strategic reasons why it makes 
sense to keep an umbrella concept. 
3 The main criteria used to select cases were the sector of activity (those likely to offer shareable goods) and the 
focus on access instead of ownership. Other criteria described in the literature, namely the use of a digital platform 
and peer-to-peer interaction were not binding in the selection of cases. However, the survey questionnaire 
dedicated several questions to capturing these dimensions. See section 4 for details. 



variation around it (Lambert et al., 2019). Such research rationales do not require establishing 
clear boundaries for the field (i.e. the sharing economy) and in that sense align more or less 
explicitly with the positions of “umbrella advocates” (or lumpers) (Acquier et al., 2017; Hirsch 
& Levin, 1999). Umbrella advocates value concepts of a broad scope because these allow them 
to connect emerging phenomena and are of practical relevance for building academic 
communities and for managerial audiences (ibid.). The second relatively easy route for dealing 
with conceptual contestedness consists of simply abandoning the term (Frenken & Schor, 
2017). However, the latter strategy carries the risk of disconnecting from the community of 
practitioners genuinely involved in the sharing economy.  
Recent contributions from sustainability science researchers follow a quite different research 
rationale. For example, Frenken and Schor (2017) build an “analytical definition”, explaining 
why the sharing economy refers to “consumers granting each other temporary access to under-
utilised physical goods, possibly for money” and how it is different from others variations of 
platform economy (on demand economy, product-service economy, and second hand economy) 
(see figure A2 in annexes). Similarly, based on a systematic literature review, Curtis and Lehner 
(2019) attempt at “defining the sharing economy for sustainability”. According to their results, 
the sharing economy involves: (1) Information and Communication Technology (ICT) 
mediation of transactions; (2) non-pecuniary motivation for ownership of goods; (3) temporary 
access to goods; and goods that are (4) rivalrous and (5) tangible. With this definition, they 
exclude a number of elements such as the gig economy, business to consumer models and 
second hand markets (see figure 1 in section 2). 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. In other words, they align with the “validity police” 
position (splitters) (Acquier et al., 2017; Hirsch & Levin, 1999). Validity police tenants tend to 
criticise umbrella tenants because of their lack of rigour in framing the empirical object, which 
is considered as an obstacle for scientifically and socially relevant theory building (ibid.). 
Concretely, the sustainability science approach might present several advantages. First, it might 
help to prevent sharewashing4, enhance consumers’ trust and eventually support a consumer-
driven development of a sustainability-oriented sharing economy. Indeed, recent evidence 
shows that perceived sharewashing has a negative impact on consumers’ trust (Hawlitschek et 
al., 2018). This negative impact concerns “the broad and diverse sharing economy landscape” 
(ibid. p.8) in general rather than the specific organisation involved in sharewashing. The point 
here is the potential of a sustainability consistent definition of the sharing economy to affect 
consumer’s behaviour. Second, as “defining” is a crucial aspect of the institutional work done 
by sharing organisations (Zvolska, Palgan, & Mont, 2019), the sustainability science approach 
might support an institutionally-driven development of a sustainability-oriented sharing 
economy. Indeed, defining allows actors to design rule systems that recognize their specific 
identity or status, or that demarcate boundaries of membership and their meaning for an 
institutional community, or that set quality standards (Lawrence, 1999; Zvolska et al., 2019). 
As such, defining is critical for litigation (e.g. determining whether an existing law applies to 
them) or for funds seeking (e.g. determining whether they can access to a particular subsidy). 
The point here is the ability of a definition of the sharing economy that explicitly articulates 
sustainability claims to be translated into the institutional arenas. Third, in the academic arenas, 
the sustainability science approach might favour a better comparability of research results 
(Curtis and Lehner 2019).  

                                                 
4 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” (p. 1).  



If the sustainability science approach presents various advantages, it also raises a concern about 
its place in research. For instance, Curtis and Lehner did not provide concrete guides on how 
to account for these criteria in further empirical research, nor concrete examples of cases 
satisfying all of the criteria. Operationally, their definition remains unclear. The definition by 
Frenken and Schor (2017) also raises operational challenges (e.g. articulation of the different 
criteria, place of the alternatives to platform economy). Moreover, while much of the research 
on the sharing economy considers organisations as the basic unit of analysis, the sustainability 
science approach seems to consider goods and transaction over goods as the appropriate entity 
for formulating sustainability criteria and in particular resource efficiency related criteria. This 
paper challenges that methodological paradox. In another front, Acquier et al. (2017) argue that 
there is a need of intermediary positions. Extreme positions (validity police, umbrella advocates 
or also the exit option –i.e. the simply abandon of the concept) are more likely to accelerate the 
life-cycle of the conceptual construct in a way that generates its collapse and replacement by a 
new ‘clone’ presenting similar debates and challenges (Acquier et al., 2017; Hirsch & Levin, 
1999). For Acquier et al. (2017), an intermediary position consists of “mapping” rather that 
strictly defining or at the opposite relying on an umbrella fuzzy definition. Mapping, here, has 
a specific sense: it delineates the different organising cores of the debate (access economy, 
platform-economy and community-based economy) and allows for the interpretation of 
overlapping and distinctive patterns (see figure A3 in annexes). 
In this paper we intend to operationalize a definition of the sharing economy that is consistent 
with sustainability claims. For that purpose, we draw on the emergent literature on the sharing 
economy with a focus on sustainability, which has been formally depicted by Ertz & Leblanc-
Proulx (2018), as well as on social enterprise theory. The latter will be particularly useful to 
question how to account for sustainability criteria in an organisational perspective. The aim is 
threefold: first, we will improve the specification of a definition of the sharing economy that is 
consistent with sustainability claims; second, we will test it (validity police) using quantitative 
and qualitative data collected on sharing economy related initiatives operating in the city of 
Brussels; third, the elements not filling the definition will not be excluded but “mapped” 
(intermediary position). 

2. Defining the sharing economy for sustainability: sharing transactions and 
the primacy of resource efficiency claims 
Based on a literature review of 255 academic, peer-reviewed journal articles, Curtis and Lehner 
(2019) discuss the key characteristics of the sharing economy. More precisely, they argue that 
five properties, taken together, allow to semantically identify the sharing economy that is 
consistent with sustainability claims. In fact, the sustainability claims that they refer to are 
related to resource efficacy. Theoretically, an organisation that facilitates transactions 
respecting these five properties can be considered to contribute to realising the sustainability 
potential commonly attributed to the sharing economy. In this section, we discuss the five 
criteria elaborated by Curtis and Lehner, marking the theoretical link of each to the resource 
efficiency claims of sustainability.  
The core mechanism linking the sharing economy to its purported impact on sustainability is 
the capacity of transactions to leverage the idling capacity of goods. By making more 
efficient use of existing underused goods, the sharing economy allegedly leads to a reduced 
production of those goods and consequently decreases consumption-induced resource depletion 
(Geissinger, Laurell, Öberg, & Sandström, 2019; Penz et al., 2018). This is achieved by 
“sharing”, conceived as a particular type of transaction. 



Figure 1. « Defining for sustainability » (Curtis and Lehner 2019) 

 

« Defining for sustainability » implies: 
* A narrow definition by identifying the 
semantic properties of the sharing economy that 
are consistent with –given– sustainability 
claims (focus on resource efficiency claims of 
sustainability)  
* Elements excluded are those which are not 
consistent with these (specific) claims 
==> « Validity police » position 

2.1 Tangibility and rivalry: a condition for goods to be shareable (i.e. goods that hold idling 
capacity) 
As explained by Frenken & Schor (2017), not all goods are consumed all of the time by their 
owners. To have a direct impact on resource efficiency, the sharing economy must focus on  the 
kind of goods likely to present idling capacity. To identify these, Curtis & Lehner (2019) 
consider that the goods being the object of sharing transactions must be both tangible and 
rivalrous. These two criteria (tangibility and rivalry) can be understood as a necessary condition 
for goods to be shareable. 
The first property, tangibility, refers to goods that exist in the physical space, and therefore tend 
to have excess capacity. For Curtis and Lehner, tangible goods include durable and non-durable 
goods, as well as space. A large range of consumer goods are typically considered to be 
shareable, including vehicles, clothing, books, toys, appliances, furniture and tools. Spaces such 
as buildings, land, and parking spots also tend to present idling capacity and are commonly the 
object of transactions in sharing economy. In contrast, examples of intangible goods are 
working time, virtual content and information. Therefore, the tangibility criterion a priori 
excludes file sharing or crowd funding. It also excludes transactions of skills and knowledge, 
as is the case in time-banks or in the gig and on-demand economy. 
For instance, to an extent on-demand service platforms such as food delivery platforms can be 
said to leverage underused time, by allowing unemployed, underemployed, or student, to easily 
find (unsalaried) paid work as couriers, on a time-flexible and short-term basis. In such cases, 
the primary good exchanged in the transactions is intangible. While the food delivered itself is 
clearly tangible, the delivery platforms do not facilitate food-sharing (since the delivered food 
is not unsold/recovered food nor related to other sustainability criteria for food5); instead, the 
consumer creates new capacity through the order (Frenken & Schor, 2017). Such new capacity 
is typically purchased from incumbent agro-food actors (mainstream restaurants), rather than 
from “Good Food” restaurants6 or other socio-ecological food niches. It could also be argued 

                                                 
5 Notably: organic, seasonal and local food.  
6 Good Food is a label delivered by the Region of Brussels to restaurants that are involved in a sustainability 
approach. https://www.goodfood.brussels/fr/contributions/label-good-food-resto 

https://www.goodfood.brussels/fr/contributions/label-good-food-resto


that food delivery platforms facilitate the use of the idling capacity of the courier’s bicycles. In 
other words, considering food delivery platforms transactions, the courier’s bicycles are the 
only tangible goods likely to present some idling capacity, which may not seem sufficient. This 
case points to the need to consider that for a single organisation several types of goods can be 
involved in transactions, thereby complexifying the process for determining the sustainability 
potential of those organisations through a fixed set of criteria. In cases like this, it may be 
possible to distinguish between different goods involved, and to consider the mission of the 
organisation rather than merely the sector of its activity in order to determine the extent to 
which it satisfies the efficiency aspect of sustainability. 
Closely tied to the first, the second criterion requires the goods to be rivalrous, a trait that is 
inherent to many tangible goods and excludes the possibility for one good to be used 
simultaneously by several users. If an initiative is to be considered as part of the sharing 
economy and as having an impact on sustainability, it must facilitate or organise transactions 
over goods that were not previously openly accessible to the public. This excludes traditional 
public transportation services and spaces such as parks or roads. While the latter respect the 
condition requiring the goods to be tangible, they are non-rivalrous, with low idling capacity 
and low barriers to entry.  

2.2 Temporary access: a condition for maximal leverage of goods’ idling capacity   
The criterion of temporary access requires that users gain the right to use the goods only during 
the period of time at which they are effectively needed. As discussed below, this implies that 
sharing economy transactions do not modify ownership structures. The criterion can be 
understood as a condition for attaining a maximal leveraging of the idling capacity of goods by 
increasing their intensity of use as much as possible. In other words temporary access is critical 
from a resource efficiency perspective.  
This criterion excludes markets that transfer ownership from one consumer to the next, such as 
second-hand shops, as well as initiatives that allow users to freely give away goods to each 
other. To some extent, the second-hand economy can also leverage the idling capacity of goods 
and intensify their use, but not in the most efficient way. One can argue that at some point, the 
new owner will also experience idling capacity of the good, since it is something intrinsic to 
the goods themselves. In that sense, transactions over ownership do not guarantee the best 
adjustment between existing goods and their effective use, which is the main concern of the 
sharing economy as understood from the resource efficiency perspective.  
One exception to this criterion is made for goods which have a single-use, like food products: 
they can be used only once, after which they are fully consumed. Consequently, in the case of 
food, the leveraging of excess capacity refers not to temporary access or to the increase of the 
intensity of use. As suggested below, the leverage refers to transactions over unsold/recovered 
food. Additionally, from a broader sustainability point of view, we may consider including 
initiatives whose transactions involve the creation of new food capacity, if the new capacity 
encompasses high sustainability standards and contributes to a sustainable food system 
transition.  

2.3 ICT mediation: a condition for scaling up temporary access to shareable goods  
According to the systematic review carried out by Curtis and Lehner, Information and 
Communication Technology (ICT) mediation is the most significant semantic property of the 
sharing economy underlined in the literature (108 of the 151 articles reviewed). However, there 
is less clarity about the exact functions to be ensured by the technology, as well as the link to 
sustainability. Here, we understand ICT mediation as a condition for scaling up temporary 
access to shareable goods.  



The use of ICT tools distinguishes the sharing economy from traditional forms of reciprocity 
and interdependence occurring between friends, neighbours or members of a family, expanding 
the possibilities for transaction to include “stranger sharing” (Schor, 2014). The main 
contribution of ICT towards the sharing economy is that it allows the reduction of risks and 
transaction costs, such as those incurred for bringing together users and providers (by 
facilitating searching, matching, booking, payment, delivery, etc.) and for building trust 
(through rating and review systems).  
This criterion does not seem to be directly linked to the achievement of sustainability outcomes 
per se; instead, it allows the sharing to be scaled up (i.e. to concern strangers on a large scale) 
thereby amplifying the potential for sustainability in the sharing economy. Through the 
application of this criterion, Curtis and Lehner exclude garage sales and business-to-consumer 
models from the sharing economy; however, these two types of organisational models can also 
be excluded on the grounds of other criteria (respectively temporary access and non-pecuniary 
motivation for ownership of goods, see below).  

2.4 Non-pecuniary motivation for ownership of goods: a condition for keeping resource 
efficiency at the core of sharing economy transactions 
A final criterion focuses on who owns the shareable good and for which reason. Non-pecuniary 
motivation for ownership requires that the goods are not purchased with the intention of 
extracting profit by renting them to other users. Rather, the good is purchased for one’s own 
use and can be shared when it is not in use by the owner. This criterion can be understood as a 
condition for the non-denaturalisation of sharing economy transactions (i.e. preserving the 
resource efficiency concern). Indeed, with regards to the sustainability claims surrounding the 
sharing economy, this criterion is intended to ensure that no new goods are produced or 
purchased to accommodate growing demand; instead, the motivation for ownership should be 
based on the use value of goods, and the sharing (paid or unpaid) offered as a way of increasing 
the intensity of use.  
Contrary to some existing conceptions of the sharing economy which reject any form of 
monetary exchange as “renting” rather than sharing (Belk, 2007), Curtis and Lehner’s criterion 
allows for monetary compensation, but the motivation for purchasing and owning the goods 
must have been other than with the intention of offering exchanges involving monetary 
payments and eventually making a profit. Theoretically, a business (with a profit-oriented 
mission) can be included as a part of the sharing economy, under the condition that it is not the 
owner of the shareable goods but that it acts as an intermediary between users and third-party 
owners, whose non-pecuniary motivations can be guaranteed. For instance, a business that 
facilitates ride sharing between travellers as a way of distributing costs but ensures that drivers 
do not make money out of offering the ride, are considered to respect this criterion.  
This excludes traditional rental companies from the sharing economy, for whom the primary 
motivation of owning goods is to rent them to users for profit. More generally, the criterion 
excludes business-to-consumer models, in which pecuniary motivation drives the ownership of 
shareable goods. However, as pointed above (ride sharing example), this does not necessarily 
imply that businesses are excluded from the sharing economy. Additionally, the ownership of 
shareable goods could be held by a social enterprise, and as we argue in section 3, this can be 
said to comply with the non-pecuniary motivation criterion.  



3. Insights from social enterprise theory: sharing organisations and the 
primacy of social missions 
While the sustainability science research has looked at the characteristics of goods and the 
nature of transactions that are consistent with the sustainability claims of the sharing economy 
related to resource efficiency, other critical studies such as the social enterprise theory 
contribute to a broader discussion about the role of enterprises in sustainability transitions. This 
section aims to theoretically investigate the link between social enterprises and sustainability 
in the sharing economy. We expect that clarifying this link will lead to a better understanding 
of the operational scope of the criteria elaborated by Curtis and Lehner.  
Social enterprise (Se) theory was initially elaborated in the late 1990 by a researcher group 
working on the emergence of new forms of third-sector organisations in Europe (Laville & 
Nyssens, 2001)7. Since this pioneering work, Se theory aims to study the conditions for the 
emergence and development of these mission-led and hybrid organisations (Defourny, 2001; 
Defourny & Nyssens, 2017; Laville & Nyssens, 2001). These organisations fundamentally 
differ from corporations, which by definition are driven by capitalistic interests: legally, their 
main purpose is to distribute patrimonial benefits to their shareholders; or as putted by Milton 
Friedman (1970), their social responsibility is to increase their profit. Social enterprises are also 
noticeably different from public bodies that are oriented towards the general interest but 
governed by bureaucratic rules. The Se can be understood as an ideal-type of organisation 
characterised by three main features: (i) it produces goods and services by engaging in an 
entrepreneurial dynamic; (ii) it pursues in priority its social mission; (iii) it adopt democratic 
rules for its internal governance (Nyssens, 2006)8.  
Se theory has paid considerable attention to the understanding of how organisations in different 
fields and countries deviate from the Se ideal-type (Defourny & Nyssens, 2017; Nyssens, 
2006). This emphasis on organisational diversity has challenged the pre-eminence of the North-
American approaches for which Se necessarily depends on market resources and/or are driven 
by the figure of an audacious innovative entrepreneur in search of high social impact (Defourny 
& Nyssens, 2010). Indeed, the social business model is not the only possible one and its 
emergence is similar to that of the social cooperative model in that sense that both models result 
from a trend towards more general interest (Defourny & Nyssens, 2017). In other words, the 
social business model and the social cooperative model reflect how a move towards more 
general interest in society affect the organisational types that are originally oriented to the 
capitalistic interest (corporations) or the mutual interest of their members (cooperatives). 
Similarly, the emergence of other social enterprise models (entrepreneurial non-profits and 
public social enterprises) results from a trend towards increased marketization. The latter affect 
non-profit associations (likely to evolve as entrepreneurial non-profits) and of public sector 
organisations (likely to evolve as public social enterprises) (Defourny & Nyssens, 2017). 

4. Methodology: a mixed method approach  
In the city4coEN project, we aim to empirically test the sustainability science approach to the 
definition of the sharing economy. This implies identifying cases that meet all four criteria, 
examining cases that can be excluded due to one or more criteria and ultimately reaching a 
comprehensive understanding of exclusion patterns. Such an operationalization inquiry carries 
important methodological challenges: first, we need to discuss measurement issues specific to 
                                                 
7 The Emes research network was founded in 1996. The WISe model (Work Integragration Social enterprise) a 
was central issue of the first research project.  
8 For a detailled presentation of the 9 indicators see for example Defourny (2001) or Defourny & Nyssens (2012).  



each criterion (how to empirically capture: tangibility and rivalry to delineate shareable from 
non-shareable goods, temporary access to goods, ICT mediation of goods and non-pecuniary 
motivation for ownership of goods?); second, we need to solve the methodological paradox 
concerning the unit of analysis. While much of the research on the sharing economy considers 
organisations as the basic unit of analysis 9 , the sustainability science approach seems to 
consider goods as the appropriate entity for formulating sustainability criteria. In order to 
address this methodological paradox and its implications, we suggest implementing a mixed 
method approach. Our empirical strategy comprises two consecutive surveys: first, a structured 
questionnaire, and second, a more comprehensive round of semi-structured interviews. Both 
were elaborated to study the same pool of cases.  
* The sample 
We considered organisations related to the sharing economy (also called “sharing economy 
related initiatives” SERI) as the main unit of analysis. The sample focused on initiatives 
operating in four specific sectors: mobility, space-related activities (accommodation or space 
design toward other uses such as co-working), food-related activities and object-related 
activities. We retained these sectors because of their potential in terms of shareable goods. 
Another binding criterion for the selection of cases was their focus on access instead of 
ownership. We considered organisations that are involved in short term renting, lending, 
swapping or other alternatives ways to access for users rather than selling goods to theirs clients 
(business to consumer models). Given the importance of these two criteria in the sampling 
process, we expect to find high rates of matching for the first criteria (shareable goods and 
temporary access) elaborated by Curtis and Lehner (2019). As explained below, the surveys 
themselves allowed the collection of detailed information for further examination of these 
criteria. Moreover, for the sample, we considered only organisations with a continuous, on-
going activity (i.e. not occasional). Concerning the geographical coverage, all SERI were 
carrying out their operations in the Region of Brussels-Capital (Belgium), regardless of the 
location of their headquarters. Additionally, the Region of Brussels, in the context of its regional 
competences, has specifically supported and documented the development of initiatives in the 
four selected sectors over the last decade, which made it possible to access available 
information (cf. for instance the work at COOPCITY, Brussels-IMPULSE, 1819.Brussels).  
We adopted a two-step sampling method. First, we undertook in-depth desk analysis (a 
systematic review of on-line repositories of umbrella or supporting organisations and a keyword 
search for individual organisations). Second, we organised a stakeholder workshop and 8 
interviews with key informants in the Brussels Region (managers, incubators and well-
informed public officials). This second step allowed us to verify the robustness (the binding 
criteria seem to be filled) and completeness (enough and significant cases seem to be covered). 
As such, we ultimately relied on the perceptions of key stakeholder informants on the 
phenomenon. This two-steps process resulted in the identification of 99 SERI. 
* A structured questionnaire administered by face-to-face interview (Q1) 
The instrument used for the first survey was a structured questionnaire composed of over 120 
closed multiple-choice questions. This structured survey was based on the adaptation of an 
existing survey tool developed for the comparative analysis of social enterprises that was used 
in the ICSEM project (https://emes.net/research-projects/social-enterprise/icsem-project/). An 
in-depth adjustment of the tool was needed to account for the specificity of the sharing 
economy. An interdisciplinary research team working on the sharing economy (economists, 
management researchers, legal scholars, and political scientists) conducted this adjustment. The 

                                                 
9 For example Airbnb and Uber are among the most popular keywords used by the literature (Ertz & Leblanc-
Proulx, 2018). 



adjustment included questions on shareable goods and an entire section on “platforms, 
providers and users” (section n°3). The variables created for the analysis presented below (see 
table 1) rely upon those adjustments10.  
The data collection technique was based on the administration of the questionnaire via face-to-
face interviews with the manager of the initiative or a well-informed staff member. The average 
duration of an interview was around 1h30. Prior to each interview, the researcher collected the 
available information (website, annual reports, and balance sheets) and then filled in the 
questionnaire during the interview. PhD students and senior researchers conducted the 
fieldwork between June and November 2017. The interview protocol included standard 
confidentiality clauses used in social science surveying. Within the pool of the 99 initiatives 
identified as SERI, 52 initiatives accepted the invitation for the interview, and 50 provided 
sufficiently complete answers.  
* A semi-structured questionnaire administered by face-to-face interview (Q2) 
The second survey focused expressly on the sustainability arrangements of the sharing 
economy-related initiatives. The survey instrument consisted of a set of broad questions defined 
in advance, with sections allowing for adjustments to be made in the course of the interview 
(see table 1). Core questions concerned the positioning and reflexivity of the initiatives towards 
the “sharing economy” concept, including clarifications on what is shared, by whom and how. 
Additionally, each organisation was asked about its conception and practices in terms of 
environmental and social sustainability.  
The survey protocol was the same as for the first questionnaire (face-to-face interview with the 
manager or similar, qualified interviewers, standard confidentiality clauses) administered in 
2017. The sample was based on the same 50 cases for which we had completed the first survey. 
However, we needed to account for a loss of cases for two main raisons. First, given that the 
fieldwork for the second survey (between June and November 2019) took place two years after 
the first one, some organisations had ceased their activity in the meantime. Other organisations 
did not answer or decline the invitation. Each interview started began with feedback by the 
researchers, who presented the results obtained from the initial analysis of the first 
questionnaire. Prior to the interviews, the research team shared the article that presents these 
results (Lambert et al., 2019) and an executive summary with the interviewees. This feedback 
was designed in order to favour continuity between the two surveys and to encourage 
reflexivity.  
 

                                                 
10 The majority of the 32 questions used for previous analysis (Lambert et al., 2019) are derived from the core 
ICSEM framework (comparative analysis of the social enterprises). In particular, the adjustments made to the 
questionnaire in section 3 (“platform, providers and users”) were almost unexploited until now.  



Table 1. Data (quantitative and qualitative) for testing the sustainability science approach to define the sharing economy 

Criteria Questions from Q1 Variables / values Qualitative data (Q2) 
Shareable 
goods 
(tangibles and 
rivalrous) 

Q2.3 What is the main shareable good offered by the org. or for which 
the org. facilitates the exchange? (Description + NACEBEL) 
Q2.6 Does the org. offer or facilitates another shareable good? (if yes, 
description + NACEBEL) 
Q2.11 For robustness check 
Q.3.8 Are the providers present during the transaction? (Y/N) (proxy 
of rivalry?) 

Example:  
Var (Tangibility) = 1 if space/physical infrastructure, 
durable goods or consumables; 0 if not (e.g. working 
time),  
… 

What?  
Characteristics of shareable 
goods (type of good, lifetime, 
[im]possibility of simultaneous 
use) 

Temporary 
access 

Q2.1 Can you summarize the main mission of the org.? (Description) 
Q2.1-B1 Is “reduction of under-used goods” the 1st best fitting 
statement for describing the mission of the org.? (Y/N) / Q2.1-B2 Idem 
but 2nd rather than 1st (Y/N) 
Q3.26-D Who decides on the maximum time during which the 
providers are available per week (MC)? 

 What?  
Characteristics of shared goods 
(type of good, duration of 
access, lifecycle) 

ICT-mediated 
transactions 

Q3.1 What is the main tool used to facilitate transactions? (MC) 
Q3.2 Do the users need to have a smartphone to have access? (Y/N) 
Q3.4 Services offered by online platforms 
Q3.14 (A) To access users need to create an online profile 
Q3.15 (A) To access providers need to create an online profile 
Q3.20 (E & F) Online feedbacks by users and by providers 
Q3.23 (A & B) Online mechanisms for terminating user access 
Q3.25 (A & B) Online mechanisms for terminating providers access 
Q3.26 Algorithmic decision making on transaction characteristics 
Q4.14/15 (B) ICT in governance: ideas and comments via the (online) 
platform 
Q6.1 Do new technologies represent a threat of obsolescence for the 
organization? 

Example:  
Var (ICT main tool) = 1 if app, web site, social media, 
access card; 0 if not (call centre, physical contact; 
other) 

How?  
Characteristics of mediation 
(ICT tools and social 
interactions) 
ICT as an evaluation tool 

Non-pecuniary 
motivation for 
ownership of 
goods 

Q3.9. Who are the owners of the shareable goods? (MC) 
Different questions allow to examine the characteristics of owners 
when they correspond to organisations.  

Example:  
Var (Non-pec) = 1 if ownership by an ASBL, social 
coop or gov. agency, or co-ownership); 0 if ownership 
by a for profit company; 2 if undetermined (ownership 
by individuals) 

Who? 
Self-image of the organisation 
Profile of stakeholders 
Rules governing the behaviour 
of individual providers (e.g. 
“one host, one house”) 

Legend: MC = Multiple choice; Y/N= Yes/no  
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Annexes 
Figure A1. “Unpacking” (Lambert et al., 2019) 

 

* i.e Social enterprise theory as tool for empirical 
research 
* Sharing economy as an empirical field with 
blurred frontiers  Fuzzy set cluster analysis 
(fs/CA) 
==>  “Umbrella advocators”  

 



Figure A2  “Putting into perspective” (Frenken & Schor, 2017) 

 

* i.e. a narrow definition of the sharing economy 
elaborated in consistency with sustainability 
claims 
==> “Validity police” (but excluded elements are 
placed in the big picture with historical insights) 
 

 
Figure A3. “Mapping” (Acquier et al., 2017) 

 

* i.e. “three organising cores” of the sharing 
economy 
* Elements beyond the sharing economy ideal (i.e. 
beyond the centre of the figure representing the 
overlapping of the 3 cores) are not excluded if they 
belong to one or two of the organizing cores.  
* However, “single core initiatives” are extreme 
cases and are more like to be contested.  
* Example of “dual core initiatives”: access 
platforms (Airbnb, Blablacar) or community-based 
platforms (platform cooperatives such as Loomio, 
Peerby, Citiz, Fairbnb or mission driven platforms 
such as Refugeeswork) or community-based 
access (makerspaces, fablabs, repair cafés) 
* The sharing economy ideal = “triple core 
initiatives”; conceived as inherently contradictory. 
An “utopian business model” ?  
==> Intermediary position: between “umbrella 
advocators” and “validity police” 
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