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1
The Sharing Economy in Europe: From

Idea to Reality

Cristina Miguel, Gabriela Avram, Andrzej Klimczuk,

Bori Simonovits, Bálint Balázs, and Vida Česnuitytė

Introduction

The ‘collaborative economy’ (or ‘sharing economy,’ as it is widely called)
is best known for facilitating peer-to-peer exchanges through the means
of digital platforms and mobile communication. As Gansky (2010) put
it, the sharing economy is an idealised state characterised by the shift
from ownership to renting, bartering, or gifting. Some authors argue for
‘collaborative economies,’ as this is an umbrella term incorporating many
different stakeholder categories, business models, and forms of work,
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from Airbnb and Uber to urban gardening collectives and online patient
communities. According to Avram et al. (2017), two groups of narra-
tives stand out in relation to the collaborative economy, one focussing
on social innovation and the aspiration to replace the current paradigm
with more sustainable economic and environmental models that favour
sharing access to goods and services, and a second, more widely spread
one, that centres on the idea of market-focussed digital innovation able
to disrupt existing business models and generate new economic activity.
The sharing economy has been described as a disruptive socio-

economic system that represents a major challenge to traditional
economic models, which generally focus on hyper-consumption and
private ownership (Botsman and Rogers 2010; Gansky 2010; Castells
et al. 2012; Howard 2015). The sharing economy emerged around the
financial crisis of 2007–2008 and related recession period. As Selloni
(2017) pointed out, developments in technology and consumers seeking
new ways to manage their finances in the context of the global economic
downturn that followed the financial crisis came together and facili-
tated the nascent and emergent sharing economy. The sharing economy
allowed cautious and financially constrained consumers to better manage
their time, resources, budgets, and experiences. It also allowed those with
resources to share and generate an additional and valuable income stream
at a time when many incomes were either flat-lining or falling in real
terms (Martos-Carrión and Miguel 2021).
The goal of this book is to provide readers with an original and

comprehensive approach to the phenomenon of the sharing economy
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by covering themes around its conceptualisation, development, mapping
across economic sectors, and country-specific case studies. This is an
edited collection of chapters on the topic of the sharing economy that
is still under discussion. Most of the authors of the chapters are partic-
ipants in the COST Action CA16121 ‘From Sharing to Caring: Exam-
ining Socio-Technical Aspects of the Collaborative Economy’ (abbre-
viated as ‘Sharing and Caring’). The idea for the development of this
book emerged as a consequence of the collaboration of researchers
from numerous countries in this COST Action. This research network
is funded by the European Cooperation in Science and Technology
(COST) Association. The main objective of the Action is to develop a
European network of actors focussing on the development of collabo-
rative economy models and platforms and on social and technological
implications of the collaborative economy through a practice-focussed
approach. The ‘Sharing and Caring’ COST Action started in March
2017 and ended in September 2021. One of the initiatives of this
research network was to collect and edit a series of country reports on
the state of the art of the collaborative economy in the participating
countries that could be useful for the COST Action participants and
the general public. The first edition of the country reports collection was
initiated in 2017 and published online in May 2018 (Mosconi et al.
2018). A second edition, initiated in 2019, was published on the Action
website as an e-book in the autumn of 2021 (Klimczuk et al. 2021). This
book builds on information originally included in the country reports.
The first nine chapters include original research, further analysis, and
synthesis. Also, seven country reports were selected and are expanded as
thematic case studies in this edited collection. Therefore, the book was
constructed in a way that makes it distinctive and unique in comparison
to other publications related to the topic of the sharing economy.

The Topic and Context

The development of the sharing economy was fostered by the advance
of new media technologies (e.g., Web 2.0, GPS) and the 2008 finan-
cial crisis (Martos-Carrión and Miguel 2021). Lawrence Lessig (2008)
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was probably the first author who used the term ‘sharing economy’ in
his book Remix, where he defined the sharing economy in terms of the
lack of interest in monetary gain to participate. Sharing economy activ-
ities may involve monetary exchange (e.g., Airbnb, BlaBlaCar, Car2go),
or the exchange can be altruistic (e.g., CouchSurfing, OLIO, Time-
Bank). Nevertheless, sharing economy platforms mainly function as
digital marketplaces where supply and demand are matched, either for
economic compensation or for any other type of value exchange. Thus,
rather than running in order to foster altruistic sharing, these new
business models imply commodity exchange (Belk 2007). As Castells
et al. (2012, p. 12) pointed out, the sharing economy is ‘an alternative
economy sector (not necessarily excluding for-profit production) based
on a different set of values about the meaning of life.’
The sharing economy has also been described as the collaborative

economy (e.g., Bauwens et al. 2012; Owyang et al. 2013) and collab-
orative consumption (e.g., Botsman and Rogers 2010; Germann Molz
2014; Hamari et al. 2016; Selloni 2017). According to Owyang et al.
(2013, p. 4), ‘the collaborative economy is an economic model where
ownership and access are shared between corporations, start-ups, and
people. This results in market efficiencies that bear new products,
services and business growth.’ Building on Botsman and Rogers (2010),
Germann Molz (2014) explains that collaborative consumption is based
on access rather than ownership and highlights the importance of digital
platforms to facilitate the exchange of goods and experiences (e.g.,
ratings and reviews). In a similar vein, Hamari et al. (2016, p. 2047)
argue that collaborative consumption is ‘a peer-to-peer-based activity of
obtaining, giving, or sharing access to goods and services, coordinated
through community-based online services’ where users can be providers,
consumers, or both, the so-called ‘prosumers’ (Lang et al. 2020).
The fragmentation of the literature in a multitude of disciplines

and research traditions most often leans back to one umbrella term,
defined by Belk (2007) as ‘an alternative to the private ownership that
is emphasised in both marketplace exchange and gift-giving. In sharing,
two or more people may enjoy the benefits (or costs) that flow from
possessing a thing’ (p. 127). To get to grips with the fragmentation,
Frenken and Schor (2019) argued that the sharing economy has three
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defining characteristics: consumer-to-consumer interaction, temporary
access, and physical goods. Earlier, Frenken et al. (2015) defined the
sharing economy as ‘consumers granting each other temporary access to
under-utilised physical assets (‘idle capacity’), possibly for money.’ As for
the multidimensionality of the term, Habibi et al. (2016) came up with
the sharing economy continuum based on Belk (2007), ranging from
pure sharing (see Belk’s 2007 examples on that, e.g., mothering origi-
nally) to pure exchange (e.g., buying bread). While pure sharing can be
labelled as non-reciprocal, personal and love and caring are key concepts.
The pure exchange can be labelled as reciprocal, impersonal, and money
is a key element (for more details, see Habibi et al. 2016, p. 4). Still,
the depictions of the sharing economy remain rather contradictory and
conceptually vague, especially in defining the purpose.
The main questions that the authors seek to answer in the book are

the following:

1. How is the sharing economy understood nowadays? What are the
social, business, and political aspects of this concept? What are the
occurrences and interpretations of the sharing economy that can be
observed in theory and practice?

2. What are the roles played by the sharing economy in the sharing and
redistribution of goods and services across the population in order to
maximise their functionality, monetary exchange, and other aspects
important to societies?

3. What is the place of the sharing economy in connection to various
policies? How do the contexts of public policies, legislation, digital
platforms, and other infrastructure interrelate with the development
and functioning of the sharing economy?

4. What are the contradictions in the development and recent trends in
the sharing economy? Which sectors and characteristics of the sharing
economy emerge as the most prominent in European countries?

5. What are the experiences and achievements in the sharing economy
creation and practice that are characteristic to European countries?
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In terms of the scope of the analysis, the unique feature of our project is
that our European perspective is based on local information and knowl-
edge gathered through the multidisciplinary team of the COST Action’s
local researchers coming from 36 countries. However, it is important
to note that we apply varied perspectives on a given topic, and our
analysis is not comparative in a strict methodological sense. The time-
frame of the analysis covers basically the past ten years, and we aim
to assess the main trends, issues, and contradictions of the various
sharing economy platforms operating since 2010. In geographic terms,
we are focussing on the European countries that are members of our
COST Action, namely, Albania, Austria, Belgium, Bosnia-Herzegovina,
Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Croatia, Cyprus, Denmark, Estonia, Finland,
France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Israel, Iceland, Italy,
Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta, Montenegro, the Netherlands, North
Macedonia, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Spain, Slovenia,
Slovakia, Sweden, Switzerland, Turkey, and the United Kingdom.

In essence, in this book, we record inherently contradictory tenden-
cies in the sharing economy. From a critical social science point of
view, our analysis demonstrates a shift in the motivational basis of the
sharing economy. The sharing economy has been moving away from
local and solidarity-based sharing, gifting, bartering, commoning (non-
market-based ways of supply), and drifted easily towards commercialised
and business-like activities. Under the auspices of ‘sharing economy busi-
ness model,’ the market-logic has been introduced into ever new spheres
of life and therefore—even if unintentionally—led to an extractivist,
precarious society based on unsustainable practices, new inequalities,
and extraction of human and natural resources (Belk 2014; Schor 2014;
Bradley and Pargman 2017). Such inborn contradictions of the sharing
economy are also illustrated by the growing differences and tensions in
relations between users and providers of goods and services, the moti-
vations for sharing between sectors, and socio-demographic dissimilarity
within user groups (Böcker and Meelen 2017). As a main expectation
towards the sharing economy, we contend that decoupling from growth
could be a critical social promise of the sharing economy so that it could
avoid being entirely insensible to socio-ecological problems.
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Outline of the Book

The content of the edited collection consists of eighteen chapters divided
into three main parts (Parts II–IV) plus sections containing an Introduc-
tion (Part I) and a Conclusion (Part V). The Introduction is dedicated
to familiarising the reader with the key topics and issues analysed in
the book. The second part of the volume provides a discussion of
the concept of the sharing economy as well as a secondary analysis
of public policies, programmes, strategies, and legislative documents
on the sharing economy. The third part analyses the sharing economy
evolutionary practices in selected economic sectors such as mobility or
accommodation, among others. The fourth part of this book includes
case studies of selected European countries and is based on a selection
of best practices, desk research, and the so-called ‘short stories’ collected
within the framework of COST Action. Finally, the Conclusion includes
the most significant features, achievements, and issues of the contem-
porary sharing economy in European countries and future-oriented
observations, directions for further research, and recommendations. Each
chapter contains an introduction, substantial sections, summary, refer-
ences, suggested readings, and relevant websites, as well as the author’s
biographies.

In the first of the three main parts (Part II), the authors focus on the
sharing economy conceptualisation, public policies and legislation, and
developments that are led by discussions, contradictions, and tensions in
European cities.

Chapter 2, authored by Cristina Miguel, Esther Martos-Carrión, and
Mijalche Santa, takes up the challenge of conceptual clarification of the
sharing economy term. The authors based their chapter on 20 top refer-
ences, which included definitions of the sharing economy and identified
the peculiar core properties of the sharing economy. Ten principles are
abstracted: (P1) Redistribution of assets; access over ownership; (P2) The
Internet and innovative technologies are the core of the sharing economy;
(P3) The sharing economy is a market-based system; (P4) The sharing
economy is crowd-based; (P5) The sharing economy is built on decen-
tralised networks; (P6) The sharing economy enables peer-to-peer (P2P)
transactions while empowering individuals; (P7) The sharing economy
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is a socio-economic system that disrupts traditional economic systems;
(P8) Trust among strangers enhances social value. Trust is mostly based
on reputation systems; (P9) Prosumers play an important role in peer
production; and (10) The sharing economy emphasises collective expe-
riences, co-creation, and sustainable lifestyles. Finally, Chapter 2 defines
the sharing economy according to these principles.

In Chapter 3, Błażej Koczetkow and Andrzej Klimczuk analyse the
sharing economy from a public policy perspective. Firstly, the text focuses
the attention on the development of the sharing economy as a driver of
both positive economic effects and public problems (e.g., labour market,
traditional market sectors). Second, the chapter identifies possible actions
for regulating different sharing economy activities. The chapter discusses
the role of soft law, stakeholders’ networks, self-regulation, and standard-
isation.

Kosjenka Dumančić and Natalia-Rozalia Avlona, in Chapter 4,
address the legal definition of the sharing economy and consider prob-
lematic the lack of a general European Union legal framework for the
sharing economy, apart from a European Commission Communication
from 2016. The main objective of this chapter is to discuss the issues
related to the lack of clear regulation of sharing economy activities at
the EU level. The chapter analyses the contradictory regulations of some
sharing economy activities in various European countries. The lack of
harmonisation in the regulation of the sharing economy in different
European countries is analysed within the framework of two case studies:
Uber and Airbnb.

In the next main part of the volume (Part III), the authors cover
analyses of sharing economy evolutionary practices in selected economic
sectors: mobility and transportation, peer-to-peer accommodation, food
supply chains, financial services, education, knowledge, and data sharing,
as well as in the solidarity and care sectors.

In Chapter 5, Agnieszka Lukasiewicz, Anikó Bernát, and Vera Diogo
analyse the main shared mobility services in Europe, such as car-based
sharing models, bike-sharing, and electric scooter sharing. In particular,
Chapter 5 provides a discussion of different car-based sharing models,
which include: (1) car-sharing (e.g., public such as Car Sharing Rome,
or private such as Share Now); (2) ride-hailing, which parallels taxi
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services (e.g., Uber), (3) ride-sharing (e.g., BlaBlaCar); and (4) car-
pooling, where associates and employees of individual companies can
select a car from a fleet of vehicles as required. The chapter also exam-
ines conflicts in different European countries caused by shared mobility
aspects and the possible effects of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Anna Farmaki and Cristina Miguel discuss the evolution of the peer-
to-peer (P2P) accommodation market sector in Europe in Chapter 6.
First, the chapter distinguishes between free P2P accommodation plat-
forms (e.g., CouchSurfing, BeWelcome); reciprocal P2P accommodation
(e.g., HomeExchange, HomeSwap); and paid P2P accommodation plat-
forms (e.g., Airbnb, HomeAway). The case study of Airbnb is introduced
here to provide an overview of the platform’s origins, evolution, and
services. Later, the chapter provides an analysis of both opportunities and
challenges that emerge from P2P accommodation activity’s rapid growth.
The chapter offers insights that may illuminate the understanding of
the drivers, inhibitors, and influencers pertinent to the P2P accommo-
dation market sector’s development and resilience potential amid the
COVID-19 pandemic.

In Chapter 7, Bori Simonovits and Bálint Balázs explore different
aspects of the sharing economy within the food supply chains. The
chapter offers an analysis of the topic with varied case examples at
multiple value chain points (e.g., production, processing, transport,
and consumption). Various peer-to-peer production and collaborative
consumption initiatives are presented to assess how the idea of the
sharing economy entered the food sector. The authors observe that in
contrast to the accommodation and transport sectors, the food sector
seemed to be probably the quickest-growing area of the sharing economy
during the years 2020–2021. In particular, they address how the food
delivery sector, the so-called uberisation of food (when contract workers
use their personal vehicles to deliver food to customers), has gained even
more momentum during the COVID-19 times.

Agnieszka Lukasiewicz and Mijalche Santa cover financial services
and crowdfunding evolution within the sharing economy in Chapter 8.
Financial services in the sharing economy range from peer-to-peer
lending to crowdfunding, with participation from new start-ups and
incumbent financial service providers with for-profit or non-profit goals.
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The chapter covers different crowdfunding models, namely, donation-
based, reward-based, equity-based, royalty-based, and lending-based
financial services. It also addresses the value market of alternative
financing and the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic in crowdfunding.

Gabriela Avram and Eglantina Hysa address the topics of open educa-
tion, open design, knowledge, and data sharing in Chapter 9. First, the
chapter explores the origins of online peer-to-peer collaborative learning,
which can be found in the Open-Source Software movement and in the
Wikipedia information production and consumption model. Next, the
chapter presents and discusses examples of educational platforms, open
education, and shared resources and initiatives in Europe. The text also
discusses issues related to platforms facilitating collaborative information
production and consumption.

In Chapter 10, Penny Travlou and Anikó Bernát describe the emer-
gence of solidarity actions in two European countries—Greece and
Hungary—in response to two recent crises: the arrival of large numbers
of refugees in 2015 and the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020. The chapter
discusses how the solidarity economy emerged during the 2008 financial
crisis and how it was framed not only on monetised value but mostly on
care and nurturing. The chapter is based on an ethnographic study that
collected data via participant observation, interviews, and focus groups
with grassroots solidarity collectives. Penny Travlou and Anikó Bernát
embed the solidarity economy within the sharing economy, under-
stood here as a new economic model that includes alternatives to the
mainstream capitalist market.

In the third of the main parts of the book (Part IV), the authors’
present case studies based on seven selected European country reports
that cover best practices in some areas of the sharing economy. For
example, the Netherlands case was selected for the country’s pioneering
initiatives in car-sharing, rental of vehicles, and bike-sharing services;
France was selected for car-pooling practices, as well as its private chauf-
feur services; and the United Kingdom (UK) for its advanced initiatives
and experience with time banks.

In Chapter 11, Martijn de Waal and Martijn Arets discuss shared
mobility and gig work platforms in the Netherlands, which is one of
the pioneer countries in the sharing economy. First, the chapter covers
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definitions and debates of the sharing economy in the Netherlands. The
second part of the chapter focuses on the analysis of three forms of shared
mobility that have been debated widely in the Netherlands: bike-sharing,
car-sharing, and ride-hailing, covering some local initiatives as well as
international players operating in the country, such as Uber. Finally,
Chapter 11 critically analyses the gig economy in the Netherlands, which
some see as an opportunity for economic growth, while others fear it
would lead to the deterioration of workers’ rights.

Myriam Lewkowicz and Jean-Pierre Cahier analyse the coopera-
tive platform sector, as an alternative platform model in France, in
Chapter 12. First, the chapter provides an overview of the French plat-
form cooperativism ecosystem, highlighting why and how a number
of platform cooperatives emerged successfully in France. Secondly, the
chapter focuses on platform cooperatives in three domains, namely, meal
delivery service, car-pooling, and energy. Finally, the chapter discusses
how some identified factors could be considered as characteristics of a
‘French touch’ in terms of platform cooperativism.

In Chapter 13, Malte Höfner and Rainer Rosegger look at the peer-
to-peer accommodation sector in Austria. The chapter covers sharing
economy business models, which range from market-based services to
platform cooperatives and provides an overview of the sharing economy
in Austria. Later, the authors critically analyse the impact of global
sharing economy platforms such as Airbnb in the traditional hospi-
tality sector and in the housing market in Austria. They highlight that
despite the COVID-19 pandemic has demonstrated the general volatility
of the tourism market sector, big market players such as Airbnb have
been very quick to adapt to unstable markets in times of crisis. They
suggest that peer-to-peer accommodation sustainable business models at
the local level, such as Reposée or Schau auf ’s Land, could provide a
good alternative to big platforms and be less disruptive to the traditional
accommodation market sector.

In Chapter 14, Giulia Priora, Monica Postiglione, Stefano Valerio,
Venere Sanna, and Chiara Bassetti, provide an overview of the develop-
ment of the sharing economy in Italy, with a special focus on the main
legal issues emerging from its consolidation. The authors also reflect on
the main implications of the COVID-19 pandemic within the Italian
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sharing economy sector. The second part of the chapter focuses on
analysing specific sharing economy activities, including mobility, accom-
modation, and food, among others. Furthermore, the chapter offers an
account of the legislation related to the sharing economy in Italy and
addresses a number of issues in regulating some of the sectors, e.g.,
accommodation. Finally, the chapter offers some policy recommenda-
tions, such as clearly defining the role and obligations of platforms and
service providers.

Rodrigo Perez-Vega and Cristina Miguel, in Chapter 15, cover one
of the traditional examples of the pure sharing economy: time banks
in the UK context. First, the chapter introduces the main definitions
and characteristics of timebanks and describes the different typologies,
including person-to-person time banks, person-to-agency time banks,
and organisation-to-organisation time banks. Later on, the authors
discuss the benefits and limitations of time banks. In the last section,
the chapter analyses the evolution of time banks in the UK and how the
COVID-19 pandemic has fostered the development of new initiatives.

In Chapter 16, Agnieszka Lukasiewicz and Aleksandra Nadolska
describe the development of the sharing economy in Poland—from the
operation of big players, such as Uber or Airbnb, to smaller local initia-
tives. The authors also discuss some regulatory issues, such as labour
law and competition, which often lead to conflicts between different
stakeholders. In addition, the chapter also addresses different aspects of
sharing economy initiatives embedded in the COVID-19 pandemic.

Finally, Eglantina Hysa and Alba Demneri Kruja, in Chapter 17,
analyse the sharing economy initiatives within the agriculture and
tourism sectors in Albania. The authors perform a SWOT (strengths,
weaknesses, opportunities, and threats) analysis of the following Alba-
nian sharing economy platforms: Agroquality, MIA (agriculture); and
IntoAlbania, Innovation Map Albania, Team Albanians, and Softmogul
(tourism). In the second part of the chapter, the authors recommend the
use of the quadruple helix collaboration model in order to enhance the
collaborative economy in Albania. At the end of the chapter, a discussion
is emphasising the main ideas, as well as pointing out some limitations
of the development of the sharing economy in Albania.
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Summary

Summing it up, the book provides an innovative and comprehensive
presentation of the practices, as well as of the scientific outcomes related
to the sharing economy, from the perspectives of different disciplines,
including economics, management, organisational studies, sociology,
public policy and administration, legal theory, computer, and informa-
tion science as well as media and communication studies. The book
comprehensively discusses the key positive and negative aspects of the
sharing economy and best practices that can be disseminated interna-
tionally. It also provides new ideas regarding the relations of the sharing
economy with the creative industries, solidarity and care sectors, and
the COVID-19 pandemic. The book offers a multilevel perspective and
combines topics important at the global, European, national, and local
level. The book may illuminate the understanding of the future (sharing)
economy models, as well as contribute to solving questions of better
access to resources and sustainable innovation in the context of degrowth
and growing inequalities within and between societies.
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