
 

Chapter Three* 

Sharing in the New Economy 

1. Introduction 

As the middle class in the United States has ruptured over the last few decades due to 

stagnating incomes, overburdening household debt, employment insecurity, and general 

economic angst, the continued viability of mass consumerism as the country’s dominant system 

of social organization has been called into question.1 In the face of these circumstances, 

customary lifestyle routines have begun to wither and alternative practices for provisioning 

consumer goods have started to develop. Especially striking has been an explosion of interest in 

the so-called sharing economy.2 Over the span of just a few years, startups like Airbnb, Uber, 

Lyft, and Poshmark have become increasingly recognizable fixtures of the consumption 

landscape.3 And these companies represent just the tip of an ever-growing iceberg. There are 

today scores of digital marketplaces that allow consumers with little more than a smartphone and 

a credit card to immediately acquire just about anything—from a car to an electric drill to a 

wedding dress—for a short period of time. Other websites emblematic of the sharing economy 

enable users to recruit a babysitter, borrow money, or order a pizza delivery. Some 

commentators have provocatively suggested that the remarkable success of these schemes marks 

a break from the familiar era of ownership-based consumption to a new age of household 

provisioning predicated on shared access.4  

Proponents of this idea claim that our experiences downloading music files and 

interacting through social media have re-enlivened latent sensibilities that transcend a long-

standing affinity for proprietary acquisition.5 They contend that consumers are coming to 
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embrace lifestyles that curb material accumulation and forsake the responsibilities of ownership. 

It is alleged that we are rediscovering the simple pleasures and financial attractiveness of 

exchanging second-hand consumer goods.6 

It is further anticipated that growing acceptance and normalization of shared access 

provides a promising path toward sustainable consumption.7 From this perspective, the sharing 

economy ameliorates consumerist excess and simultaneously satisfies the “three pillars of 

sustainability” (social, environmental, and economic).8 First, decades of competitive striving, 

coupled with contraction of the public sphere, have stripped large parts of the United States of 

the communal connections that are indispensable to both individual and collective well-being.9 

Despite the severity and geographic extent of this social condition, the image of neighbors 

trading freshly baked goods retains important nostalgic power and kindles a yearning for 

association.10 

Second, swelling anxiety surrounding a range of ecological dilemmas—from traffic 

congestion to waste disposal to climate change—has begun to provoke a reassessment of 

contemporary consumption practices.11 However, there still remains a large gap between civic 

consciousness and individual preparedness to take concrete, and ultimately meaningful, action. 

As author David Owen sardonically observes, for most people sustainable consumption means 

living “[p]retty much the way I live right now, but maybe with a different car.”12 Expressed 

slightly differently, despite growing unease, consumers demonstrate scant willingness to alter 

their current lifestyles and continue to hold out for technological breakthroughs as the answer to 

their unsustainability problems.13 If this appraisal is correct, sharing sounds like a useful way to 

postpone any truly inconvenient adjustments. 
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Finally, shared access strikes many people as eminently sensible during a time when a 

sizeable number of households need to pinch pennies to make ends meet. Attention to the 

economic pillar of sustainability calls for rethinking prevalent cultural dispositions that equate 

sharing with privation and there are indications that this change of mindset has been instigated. If 

the household budget no longer supports the purchase of a new Gucci clutch, the rental of one 

from Bag Borrow or Steal may not be intolerable. And better still, who will even know that the 

handbag is on loan. In a similar vein, New York Times columnist David Brooks attributes the 

willingness of homeowners to serve as Airbnb hosts to revived interest in the “boardinghouse 

model of yesteryear” when renting out the backroom provided a ready way to generate extra 

income.14 The sharing economy has also attracted attention as a way to shake up a number of 

slow-to-change industries—from taxicabs to hotels—and stirred hopefulness that a rash of 

insurgent startups will propel local economic growth.15 

Pulling this all together, of course, is diffusion of Web 2.0 platforms that are the 

precursors of the “Internet of Things.”16 Laptop computers and handheld electronic devices are 

no longer just tools for conveying ethereal bits of information to corporeal human beings at 

lightning speed but are rapidly becoming the means to communicate with otherwise inanimate 

objects and to inexpensively deploy consumer goods with the touch of a few buttons. The 

frontrunners in this trend are focused on the mutual use of automobiles, the renting of short-term 

tourist accommodations, and the exchange of apparel but the most ardent champions of shared 

access insist that this is just the beginning and the media have by and large obediently helped to 

propagate this view. Writer Susie Cagle observes,  

 
For the past few years, the “sharing economy” has characterized itself as a 
revolution: Renting a room on Airbnb or catching an Uber is an act of civil 
disobedience in the service of a righteous return to human society’s true nature of 
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trust and village-building that will save the planet and our souls. A higher form of 
enlightened capitalism.17 

 

This next section offers a brief historical account of how the sharing economy has 

achieved such rapid and impressive success in such a short period of time. The third section 

seeks to impose some definitional boundaries on the permissive, and unfortunately disingenuous, 

way in which the notion of shared access has been applied. Once these issues have been ironed 

out, the chapter assesses the sharing economy in terms of the three pillars of sustainability. The 

emphasis is largely on what has come to be termed “Big Sharing,” the vanguard of extremely 

successful startups in the urban mobility and tourism sectors that have experienced exponential 

growth and already have market capitalizations in the billions of dollars.18 Some limited 

consideration is also devoted to the diverse array of startups involved in the sharing of clothing 

and fashion accessories. The conclusion seeks to identify reasons for the headlong rush to situate 

these firms under the rubric of sharing and the problems associated with this particular 

characterization. 

 

2. A Brief History of the Sharing Economy 

Sharing is an age-old practice for managing the distribution and utilization of resources 

and contemporary expressions are in principle not notably different from what has gone on in 

one form or another for millennia. It is though not necessary to turn the clock back to the 

beginning of recorded time to appreciate the venerability of sharing and we can identify 

appropriate antecedents by adopting a more historically circumscribed approach. Fraternal 

organizations, friendly societies, and mutual aid groups during the nineteenth century frequently 

promoted the sharing of durable products as a form of social welfare.19 Other regularized forms 



5 

of sharing of the time included municipally licensed horse-drawn carriages and trams (which 

were apportioned both concurrently and sequentially and hence “shared” conveyances) and were 

followed in due course by the advent of motorized taxis which were built on the same general 

model.20 

Also during the nineteenth century, the rough taverns and inns of the earlier era gave way 

in the United States to grand hotels that served as homes away from home for wealthy travelers. 

These facilities—significant for current purposes because they entailed the sharing of rooms—

came to coevolve with the railroads and to diversify to meet the needs of different types of 

travelers as journeys became less onerous and uncomfortable.21 As automobile tourism became 

popular during the 1920s, it was at first common for farmers to accommodate travelers in their 

barns but these rudimentary arrangements eventually gave way to purpose-built auto-camps, 

cabin courts, tourist homes, and motels.22 The 1950s saw the establishment of national hotel 

chains like Howard Johnson’s (that started out as a restaurant company) and Holiday Inn which 

unified hundreds of properties under a single brand.23 By the 1970s, vacation residences—first in 

Florida and then on a nationwide scale—started to become available on a timeshare basis where 

a family or group purchased a fractional number of weeks of occupancy at a particular 

destination.24 

The sharing—or more precisely the rental—of cars is nearly as old as the automobile 

itself. Historians credit a 1904 advertisement by a bicycle shop in Minneapolis as the first 

instance of vehicles being made available for rent in the United States. One of the earliest 

recognizable car-rental ventures though was launched in 1915 by Omaha realtor Joe Saunders 

who came up with the idea when he found himself in need of a replacement vehicle after his own 

car became inoperable for a period of time. Meanwhile, a Chicago businessman named Walter 
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Jacobs acquired in 1918 a dozen Ford Model T’s and named his fleet the Yellow Driv-Ur-Self 

System. By the 1920s, car rental was commonly available in most cities with vehicles 

prepositioned for pick up at curb-side locations. In 1923, Jacobs sold his company to John Hertz, 

President of the Yellow Cab and Yellow Truck and Coach Manufacturing Company. Three years 

later, the firm was acquired by General Motors which retained ownership until 1953. Before 

long, the new owner, the Omnibus Corporation, renamed the company Hertz Rent-a-Car and it 

became the leader of an industry populated by a handful of national competitors and thousands 

of local firms.25 

The rental of clothing and the logistical organization of second-hand apparel (a broad 

array of activities that encompasses borrowing, bartering, cooperative purchasing, swapping, 

donating, consigning, pawning, repurposing, and gifting) have recently come to be recast as 

“sharing” but are nonetheless practices of longstanding duration. During the nineteenth century 

and earlier it was accepted practice for gentlemen to exchange dress uniforms and tailcoats and 

for ladies to trade court dresses. It was furthermore not unusual for wardrobes to be bequeathed 

due to their high monetary value and sentimental significance.26 Such treatment of formal 

apparel became less common with the appearance of ready-to-wear fashion though the 

commercial rental of tuxedos and costumes both remained notable exceptions. With respect to 

the far more prevalent supply of casual garments, reassignment to subsequent users remained a 

widespread practice until the early decades of the twentieth century.27 

However, as the volume of industrially manufactured household products steadily 

increased during the twentieth century, and suburbanization was interwoven into ongoing 

development of a consumer society, it became financially and logistically imprudent to 

encourage—or indeed to tolerate—the sharing of consumer goods.28 Common use and the 
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extension of product lifetimes through second-hand trading were not consistent with the need to 

move the vast supplies of inventory building up in the country’s warehouses and freight yards. 

The challenge was perceptively apprehended in 1955 by retail analyst Victor Lebow who wrote 

in a frequently quoted passage that 

 
[o]ur enormously productive economy demands that we make consumption our 
way of life, that we convert the buying and use of goods into rituals, that we seek 
our spiritual satisfactions, our ego satisfactions, in consumption. The measure of 
social status, of social acceptance, of prestige, is now to be found in our 
consumptive patterns. The very meaning and significance of our lives today 
expressed in consumptive terms. The greater the pressures upon the individual to 
conform to safe and accepted social standards, the more does he tend to express 
his aspirations and his individuality in terms of what he wears, drives, eats- his 
home, his car, his pattern of food serving, his hobbies. These commodities and 
services must be offered to the consumer with a special urgency. We require not 
only “forced draft” consumption, but “expensive” consumption as well. We need 
things consumed, burned up, worn out, replaced, and discarded at an ever 
increasing pace. We need to have people eat, drink, dress, ride, live, with ever 
more complicated and, therefore, constantly more expensive consumption.29 

 
  
Despite Lebow’s entreaties, premature obsolescence, shortened fashion cycles, and 

related design and marketing techniques did not completely extinguish culturally embedded 

forms of collaborative consumption. For example, the exchange of garden tools between 

neighbors and the passing down of children’s clothing remained commonplace, even as the 

practice of, say, sharing cars beyond the household became more exceptional. Nonetheless, 

common use or second-hand trading were notably unremarkable routines and they attracted little 

attention from social scientists, data-gathering organizations, or policy makers spellbound by the 

more dramatic and dynamic realm of fresh acquisition. In the face of refortified promotionalism 

touting the advantages of newly minted consumer goods during the 1950s, communalism 

acquired a distinct social odor and came to be regarded as suitable for only the least affluent 
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consumers. The notion of owning a home, along with a full complement of appliances and other 

equipment, became a nonnegotiable facet of the American Dream.30 

Contemporary interest in purposeful forms of consumer cooperation traces back to the 

car-sharing clubs that began to form in Switzerland, Germany and elsewhere following World 

War II.31 Inspired by a combination of frugality and environmental awareness, the practice 

typically entailed the formation of a neighborhood association that would jointly acquire a small 

fleet of vehicles and develop a formula for allocating them to its members. This arrangement 

proved workable as long as the number of participants in the scheme was relatively small, but 

scheduling and management often became unwieldy as the group increased in size. In addition, 

dominant social norms privileging personal ownership—combined with pronounced 

stigmatization of collectivization—ensured that car-sharing remained a distinctly countercultural 

activity. 

The 1990s brought forth the Internet, the rise of open source as a development model for 

innovation, the arrival of online exchanges for music and other intellectual property, and the 

partial relaxation of social strictures concerning alternative modes of access. By the new 

millennium, the founders of Zipcar, Antje Danielson and Robin Chase, were assembling these 

pieces into a workable business model and adapting the earlier social experiments around car-

sharing into a viable commercial undertaking.32 

Then came the 2008 financial collapse, undermining customary career paths and 

prompting a new generation of savvy entrepreneurs to cast their gaze across the broad expanse of 

the consumer economy, scouring opportunities to bring buyers and sellers together, to exploit the 

potential of “slack” capacity, and to fulfill inchoate consumer cravings for sustainability.33 The 

original, but less swanky, forums for online sharing like eBay, Craig’s List, and Freecycle were 
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largely swept to the side because of a lack of hipness. Crusading authors construed these 

developments as the initial phase of a radically new form of commerce, one suffused with nearly 

limitless opportunity for visionary startups.34 The concept of partitioning durable products into 

smaller consumable units went viral with a loosely conceived conception of “sharing” getting 

applied to a panoply of daily practices. 

We are now at the point where clever millennials are unearthing opportunities for shared 

access in all manner of places and several of the more successful initiatives have attracted 

substantial investment from venture capitalists. This financial model has created tremendous 

pressure on these new initiatives to rapidly scale up their operations and there has been no 

shortage of breathless commentary heralding Uber, Lyft, and Airbnb as the front edge of a tidal 

wave of innovation sweeping over consumer markets. The following sections scrutinize the 

sharing economy in detail and formulate a measured assessment of its current status and future 

prospects. 

 

3. What Do We Really Mean by “Sharing”? 

Before seeking to appraise the sharing economy it is instructive to first sharpen our 

analytic appreciation for what this phenomenon actually entails. A useful place to begin is the 

etymology of the term. The word “sharing” derives from the Old English term scear meaning to 

cut and the Oxford English Dictionary defines its contemporary use as “[a] part or portion of a 

larger amount that is divided among a number of people, or to which a number of people 

contribute.” We typically encounter the concept colloquially at an early age and learn that it is 

about splitting a stock of divisible items into more or less equitable portions. If pressed to do so, 

most of us would likely regard ourselves as able to identify authentic instances of sharing 
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without too much trouble. However, closer examination reveals the existence of substantial 

ambiguity in the ways that consumer goods are practically deployed. More to the point, many 

common products evince hybridity and do not fit cleanly into categories of sharing and non-

sharing. 

The case of residential accommodation would appear at first to be relatively 

unproblematic. We typically regard an occupied home (even if there is a mortgage) to be an 

owned possession and when several related people dwell under the same roof is it not a “shared 

residence”? How should we treat a rental house or apartment, particularly one that turns over on 

a frequent basis and is tenanted by a serial rotation of residents? Moreover, into which category 

does a condominium fall? This legal structure provides for private title to one’s residential space 

but joint ownership of common areas. This though is just the beginning. 

Public facilities of various kinds, ranging from trains and buses to schools and swimming 

pools, are regularly used on a collective basis though we do not normally think of them as shared 

facilities. The sharing in these cases is typically non-exclusive (a single person or party does not 

have exclusive use at a particular point in time) as well as temporally serial (a sequence of 

persons or parties over time). Once we start looking, we realize that commercial air travel is a 

form of shared access and even affluent travelers that fly on private aircraft are inevitably 

tethered to a shared system of air-traffic control.35 In a noteworthy recent book, sociologists 

Harvey Molotch and Laura Noren remind us that the humble public restroom as well is a shared 

facility.36 To this we could add any number of other examples including washing machines in 

laundromats, weight machines at the gym, and tables in coffee shops. All of these places feature 

equipment that is utilized for a period of time, surrendered, and appropriated by a successor—in 

other words it is shared. 



11 

The intent here is not to play semantic games, but rather to suggest from the outset that 

any discussion of sharing is headed for some dangerous conceptual shoals. Consumer goods do 

not neatly categorize themselves. Moreover, even products that are used on a collective basis are 

owned by some entity, normally a public authority, shareholder-owned corporation, or nonprofit 

organization. The upshot here is that the task of distinguishing sharing from other modes of 

possession can, in practical terms, be a tricky undertaking. 

To make some constructive headway, it is fist necessary to carefully differentiate 

between ownership of a product and its usership. In some cases, ownership and usership will be 

vested in the hands of a single individual or party, and this is the model of accessing consumer 

goods that both product producers and public policy makers have encouraged over the last 

several decades because it maximizes material consumption.37 Contemporary interest in sharing 

typically derives from efforts to discriminate between ownership and usership and the 

workability of this demarcation rests on an understanding that the owner cannot dispossess the 

user prior to a previously negotiated deadline. It also requires the cooperation of the user in the 

sense that she will not alter or unduly devalue the product during the period it is in her custody. It 

further merits noting, as outlined above, that proponents of shared access frequently confound 

sharing with other modes of common use like borrowing, bartering, and swapping that may in 

certain social contexts create reciprocal obligations between providers and receivers. 

 

4. Social Sustainability of the Sharing Economy 

In evaluating the social sustainability of the sharing economy it helps—counterintuitive 

though it may seem—to initially forget about sharing altogether and to regard the leading Web 

2.0 platforms as digital marketplaces. If we take this as our point of departure, the ownership of 
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consumer goods can take two basic forms: they can be owned either individually or conjointly. 

This distinction is depicted along the horizontal axis of Figure 3.1. The mode of ownership 

matters because we continue to live in a world of physical products that are ultimately embedded 

in proprietary systems. Despite the efforts of some designers to “ephemeralize” material 

products, little actual progress has been made to date on this front.38Aside from the technical 

challenges of dematerialization, it is useful to recognize that virtualized activities do not typically 

exist sua sponte and are of little value unless they are linked to a tangible product. For instance, 

the service of housecleaning presupposes the existence of a residence and electronic music files 

have little value without access to a compatible device. 

 

[Figure 3.1 about here] 

 

It is also necessary to differentiate the motivations for owning consumer goods, which in 

practical terms means inquiring whether a product is held for profit-making purposes or for more 

intrinsic or ancillary (or at least less financially instrumental) purposes. This dimension extends 

from pecuniary to non-pecuniary and is depicted along the vertical axis of Figure 3.1. 

The juxtaposition of these two ownership features—type and motivation—generates a 

taxonomy of the contemporary sharing economy that comprises four archetypes. Before offering 

a more detailed explanation, it is instructive to note that the two modes represented on the left-

hand side of the figure are based on personal ownership and the two options on the right-hand 

side are predicated on ownership by an organization or multi-party group. Correspondingly, in 

the lower half of the figure ownership is not impelled by profit-seeking intentions while 

commercial exchange is the primary impetus for the archetypes in the upper half. 
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We can now consider the qualities of each of the quadrants with the assistance of Figure 

3.2. Quadrant 1 in the lower left-hand corner is straightforward as it represents consumer goods 

routinely held for disparate reasons for private ownership/usership (and is hence not in fact 

directly germane to the sharing economy and is set aside for current purposes). Moving in a 

counterclockwise direction, Quadrant 2 is the domain of communitarian provisioning where 

consumer goods are offered for non-pecuniary purposes by a cooperative or public institution. 

Quadrant 3 represents the sphere of the sharing economy where consumer goods are conjointly 

owned with pecuniary intent and made available on the basis of serialized rental. The variant of 

the sharing economy depicted in Quadrant 4 combines individual ownership with pecuniary 

motivations and is termed brokered freelancing. 

 

[Figure 3.2 about here] 

 

This taxonomy becomes more useful if we apply it to a few concrete examples as 

displayed in Figure 3.3. The discussion below highlights the different ways in which 

ownership/usership of automobiles is socially organized. Again, starting in the lower left-hand 

corner (Quadrant 1) is the unexceptional case of private vehicle ownership/usership in which a 

car is individually held and serves multifarious purposes ranging from driving children to school 

to taking weekend excursions. It is important to note that an automobile in this scenario can also 

be used to commute to work, but it is not instrumentally used as a direct source of income. 

 

[Figure 3.3 about here] 

 



14 

In Quadrant 2 we have the case of the traditional car-sharing club, but this category also 

includes, due to the emphasis on joint ownership/usership, most familiar forms of public 

transportation. The general model involves a group of people mutually owning—oftentimes 

through a local cooperative association or public-purpose agency—a fleet of vehicles and using 

them in accordance with a set of stipulated operational rules. 

Quadrant 3 is populated by short-term vehicle rental as implemented initially on a large 

scale by Hertz and which has become more recently a common and more generally normalized 

practice. Zipcar, Car2Go, and numerous others have built upon the original business model by 

deploying vehicles from more convenient locations, creating a price structure that encourages 

localized and brief usage, and implementing a variety of other innovative measures. 

Finally, Quadrant 4 is the domain of self-employed livery or taxi owner-drivers who 

utilize a personal vehicle to generate income. This category has received a great deal of attention 

in recent years due to the advent of companies like Uber and Lyft that enable passengers to use a 

smartphone to summon a vehicle operated by an itinerant car owner-driver. 

As the sharing economy has expanded, there has been notable variation in how it is 

differently evolving in the United States and Europe. With respect to car-sharing, serialized 

rental is available in cities on both sides of the Atlantic but explicit public policy measures, 

higher population densities, lower rates of automobile ownership, and complementary public 

transportation systems have encouraged greater uptake in Europe. Ride-sharing in the United 

States has advanced primarily on the basis of brokered freelancing with the digital marketplaces 

established by Uber and Lyft achieving rapid popularity in cities where the services are 

available. There has been in Europe greater inclination to draw on the solidaristic potential of the 

sharing economy.39 A prominent example is the French startup BlaBlaCar which combines 
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elements of both brokered freelancing and communitarian provisioning. A participating car 

owner uses the website to recruit one or more passengers to travel between, say, Paris and Lyon 

but rather than charging a profit-seeking rate, the fare is set at a level that covers just the costs of 

the trip. Because expenses are pooled, a journey booked through BlaBlaCar is competitive on a 

per-person basis (even accounting for the 12 percent commission the company receives) with 

trains and other modes of public transportation.40 

Turning our attention back to the United States and the sharing economy typology, it 

becomes difficult to substantiate key claims advanced by proponents of shared access. First, 

aside from the technological interface, there is nothing particularly novel about the underlying 

business models. Despite all of the claims about disruptive innovation, the vanguard firms are 

applying standardized strategies based either on the serialized rental of consumer goods or the 

matching of casual workers with transitory jobs. Second, there is a troubling contradiction at the 

core of the sharing economy that arises from the fact that there is little actual sharing taking 

place, at least in terms of the way in which the concept is conventionally understood.41 

Communitarian provisioning as expressed by, for example, clothing swaps, community-meal 

exchanges, and public libraries are interesting exceptions because the emphasis is not on 

transactional commerce but rather on fostering genuine forms of mutual exchange. However, this 

dimension of the sharing economy is, at least in the United States, being vastly overshadowed by 

the commercial alternatives. Serialized rental and brokered freelancing convey a semblance of 

social sustainability, but it is a pretense and often does not extend beyond the posting of (often 

anonymous) performance rankings. Most of what we have come to regard in the United States as 

the sharing economy is premised on ersatz sharing. 
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5. Environmental Sustainability of the Sharing Economy 

In addition to claims pertaining to social sustainability, proponents of shared access 

promote certain environmental intentions, most notably a commitment to the more effective 

utilization of consumer goods. It is accurately observed that after decades of emphasis on 

material acquisition, we are overburdened with excess stock and, moreover, most durable 

products are used only sporadically.42 For instance, our cars are parked for most of the day. Our 

closets are packed with infrequently worn clothing and our tools are stowed away for long 

periods of time until called into service by the occasional task. In short, from a materials-

management standpoint, the consumer society is tremendously inefficient. 

The idea that efficiency is a virtuous pathway has, of course, a long history on the 

production side of the economy where upgrading the productivity of equipment and facilities (as 

well as labor) has been a preoccupation of industrial managers since Frederick Winslow Taylor 

and the team of Frank and Lillian Gilbreth conducted their groundbreaking time and motion 

studies more than a century ago.43 This work launched the so-called Efficiency Movement 

during the late-nineteenth century though attention did not remain confined only to 

manufacturing operations. It was not long before home economists and others began to apply the 

efficiency-enhancing techniques developed on the factory floor to domestic provisioning.44 A 

prominent approach emphasized collaborative housing arrangements with shared kitchens and 

cooperative housekeeping.45 However, such ideas were rapidly eclipsed after World War II by 

new domestic policies that, in combination with modern marketing, emphasized a different set of 

priorities.46 The household—and its seemingly limitless appetite for consumer goods—would for 

the foreseeable future be the engine of economic growth and national prosperity. Under these 
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circumstances, the joint use of appliances, automobiles, and other products fell largely out of 

favor as collaboration came to be dismissed as superfluous and, ultimately, a sign of financial, or 

even moral, weakness. Sharing would persist as a regularized practice only among the poorest 

households in the country. 

An appropriate way to understand shared access from the perspective of environmental 

sustainability is to regard the general business model as a way to exploit what Zipcar co-founder 

Robin Chase describes as “excess capacity.”47 If we strip the sharing economy down to its bare 

essentials, by setting aside for the moment the smartphone interfaces, the satellite positioning 

systems, the rapid delivery options, and so forth, what we have left is a useful way to improve 

the efficiency with which consumer goods are deployed. For instance, vehicles that are part of 

Car2Go (a serialized rental operation) or Relay Rides (a brokered freelancing scheme that allows 

individual owners to rent their cars to other drivers on a short-term basis) spend less time sitting 

idly. The same holds true for apparel-sharing platforms like ThreadUp that enable participants to 

rent their seldom-worn garments. Airbnb is essentially a way for hosts to put a spare room (or an 

entire residential unit) to work. Especially during periods of economic stress, this is a concept 

that should—and to a growing extent does—have widespread appeal. On one hand, who would 

not want to earn a few extra dollars from underutilized stuff (or what economists term “non-

product assets”)? And, on the other hand, opportunities to share allow users to avoid the expense 

of sinking large sums of money into consumer goods for which they only have an occasional 

need. 

Because of its apparently unproblematic appeal, efficiency has been assiduously 

promoted as a strategy for the past several decades by both government agencies and non-

governmental organizations as a painless way to “save” the environment.48 For example, energy 
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expert Amory Lovins famously describes efficiency as “not a free lunch, but a lunch you’re paid 

to eat.”49 The Achilles’ heel of this approach—and the dilemma is replete in the enterprises that 

populate the sharing economy—is that we have known for 150 years that efficiency 

enhancements have a built-in tendency to backfire. Attribution for recognizing this phenomenon 

is normally assigned to the nineteenth century British economist William Stanley Jevons who at 

the height of the industrial revolution recognized that consistent improvements in the operating 

efficiency of steam engines increased rather than decreased coal consumption in the UK because 

the innovation drove down the price of coal. Jevons reasoned that the falling price of coal 

prompted inventive people to find more and more uses for the resultant energy and, in the end, 

more coal was used. 

The so-called Jevons Paradox is not a fleeting or idiosyncratic problem and there are 

numerous cases where it has become perversely manifest.50 A prominent example is the 

Corporate Average Fuel Economy (CAFE) standards originally implemented in the United States 

at the height of the fuel crises of the 1970s to increase automobile efficiency. Instead of cutting 

fuel use, the program had the reserve effect of driving up aggregate gasoline consumption (in 

part because greater efficiency induced drivers to travel further and to purchase larger 

vehicles).51 Similarly, household refrigeration has become more efficient over the last few 

decades, but most of the energy benefits of this achievement has been squandered. As the energy 

cost per cubic meter of cooling space has declined, overall unit size has increased.52 

The Toyota Prius, widely celebrated as a “green” car, further illustrates the prevalence of 

Jevon’s Paradox. Because the Prius (and other similar models) runs alternately on its gas engine 

and electric motor, owners of this vehicle enjoy lower per-mile driving costs. This means that 

they can drive further on a tank of fuel or, if they stick to their customary driving practices, save 
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a few hundred dollars that would otherwise be spent at the pump. This latter outcome raises a 

perplexing series of questions: How likely is our Prius owner to retain her savings? Does she 

spend her windfall on some other form of consumption, say, a winter trip to a warm-weather 

paradise? The point is that she would need to be an extremely scrupulous household accountant 

to avoid frittering away her efficiency dividend.53 The lesson to take on board is that innovative 

technology is rarely a silver bullet and its ultimate effectiveness must be reconciled with the 

subsequent social reactions that its implementation inevitably triggers. 

As awkward as this problem is, it raises another, even more intractable, dilemma, one that 

rarely factors into contemporary discussions about shared access or, for that matter, other 

environmental policy interventions. As its proponents are not hesitant to suggest, becoming a 

service recipient in the sharing economy can be an effective way to reduce out-of-pocket 

expenses. Reliance on Uber or Lyft instead of a personal vehicle for local trips is very likely to 

cut one’s annual intraurban mobility expenses.54 The same holds true for fashion-conscious 

consumers who rent or swap clothing. The affordable pricing that one is often able to access 

through Airbnb is typically cheaper than available hotel accommodation.55 

For most of us, saving money is a welcome pursuit. This determination is due in part to 

our inherent consumer-centric bias that selfishly diminishes our capacity to identify with the 

interests of the service providers who consequently receive less remuneration when prices drop 

(they may make up this difference through an increase in aggregate demand but this will depend 

on price elasticity). The aim is not to deny people trips across town, fashionable accessories, or 

vacations but to acknowledge an incontrovertible truth. Reducing the out-of-pocket expenditures 

of consumers does not in and of itself offer an environmentally sustainable outcome. Efficiency 

is unquestionably necessary, but it must be coupled with a stringent notion of sufficiency if our 
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efforts are not going to rebound in untoward ways. The central challenge that we face in affluent 

countries is quite simple and straightforward: there are too many people striving to do too much 

stuff.56 Trends favoring shared access over ownership are unlikely to have much positive effect 

unless this transition is accompanied by absolute reductions in resource throughput.57 There is 

surely a role here for technological innovation, but engineered solutionism will not be adequate 

in the absence of fundamental changes in consumer aspirations.58 The science of sustainability is 

unambiguous on this point. We live in a world of biophysical constraints and sooner or later we 

will need to come to terms with the harsh implications of this situation. 

We will further pursue this point later in the book. In the meantime, let us pause to note 

that it is consumer demand (expressed through expenditures) that drives energy and materials 

through the global economy. By ignoring this inconvenient fact, proponents of shared access fail 

to formulate an adequately comprehensive understanding of the system-scale impacts of the 

sharing economy. For instance, they do not differentiate between sharing that substitutes for 

existing consumption and that which is augmentative or stimulative. To take an example, car-

sharing advocates contend that “Every shared car replaces 13 owned cars. 50% of new car-

sharing members join to get access to a car who didn’t already have access to a car.”59 A 

sympathetic interpretation is that car-sharing is beneficially replacing car ownership, but equally 

plausible is that it is enabling automobile trips that would not have previously taken place (either 

because the traveler would have otherwise opted to take public transportation or would have 

deemed the journey too inconvenient to embark on at all). By giving carless individuals an 

opportunity to affordably experiment with automobile use, car-sharing has a propensity to play a 

transitional role toward eventual car ownership. 
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It is not that proponents of shared access are feckless (quite the contrary, many of them 

tirelessly work to transcend currently unsustainable practices), but they do lack the wherewithal 

to fully appreciate the dynamics of complex systems.60 Under such circumstances, unanticipated 

and unintentional “side-effects” proliferate because the original problem was defined in overly 

delimited terms. These individuals are not alone in their incomplete appreciation of the peculiar 

workings of complex systems. Indeed, this shortcoming is common across the expanse of 

society. However, inadequate comprehension of systems raises unique challenges when 

exhibited by people devoted to championing change. Systems theorist John Sterman writes 

“[T]he problem is not the few who are truly uncaring. It is the failure of even those who 

sincerely care to understand the urgent need for action created by the long time delays, 

feedbacks, nonlinearities, and other characteristics of complex systems.”61 Unambiguous 

environmental improvement requires inadvertently moving problems from one domain to 

another—it entails a systems-scale perspective and recognition of the extreme difficulties of 

shifting contemporary systems of provision. Most notably, it is impossible to grapple with these 

challenges without considering the crucial role of economic growth and the equity implications 

of its distribution on resource throughput.62 

Even if we apply a more modest test of environmental sustainability to the vanguard 

firms in the sharing economy, problems arise. The companies themselves seem to be aware of 

the limitations and inconsistencies of their rhetoric. First, Lyft, acknowledges that its ride-

sharing service is not contributing to contraction in the overall size of the automobile fleet or to 

reductions in vehicle miles traveled because the company is competing primarily with taxis 

rather than with private automobile ownership.63 Uber is characteristically cagier on this point, 

but there is no reason to believe a different outcome because it is employing essentially the same 
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business model. The claims of Zipcar and the other car-sharing firms are more interesting to 

assess because their vehicles are an alternative to a personal car as well as to public 

transportation.64 There is also, as noted above, the complicated methodological issue of whether 

access to a rental car induces automobile journeys that would not otherwise be undertaken. 

Several of the serialized clothes-rental services initially made claims about their environmental 

sustainability, but no longer do so and instead employ standard consumerist appeals. More 

communitarian swapping and donating of apparel has a much more realistic potential to 

constrain the number of garments in circulation and to limit premature discarding.65 Finally, 

Airbnb situates itself in a discourse on sustainable tourism by emphasizing the authenticity of its 

travel experience in comparison to conventional hotels.66 As an alternative to commodified 

tourism, one that limits demand for new construction and provides opportunities for local 

businesses to capture tourist expenditures (see Chapter 4), Airbnb constitutes a commendable 

strategy, but is ultimately a double-edged sword.67 A perhaps irreconcilable contradiction of 

sustainability in the comprehensive sense is that it requires tolerance of cultural differences (and 

self-directed tourism is an important way to build this empathy), yet making the cost of long-

distance vacations more affordable increases demand for both travel and its associated utilization 

of resources. Strict adherence to sustainability guidelines may in the future require reliance on 

immersive imaging technologies and other means of facilitating virtual tourism.68 

 

6. Economic Sustainability of the Sharing Economy 

Economic sustainability of the sharing economy spans a wide scope, but this pillar can be 

reduced to four overlapping issues: the evasion of established regulations, the avoidance of taxes, 

the creation of economically competitive cities, and the financial circumstances of its largely 
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itinerant labor force. First, the vanguard firms are disrupting locally prominent economic sectors 

that have long been managed by expansive regulatory arrangements. Initially implemented to 

protect consumers from unscrupulous practices and to uphold public health and safety, these 

regimes have concomitantly shielded incumbents—especially in the accommodation and taxi 

industries—from competition through the creation of elaborate systems of licensure, legal 

stipulations, inspections, and, in some cases, price controls. For instance, many cities in the 

United States have statutes that prohibit the rental of residential property for periods of less than 

thirty days as well as other measures to discourage the establishment of illicit hotels. With 

respect to transportation, local governments have sought to prevent drivers from operating 

unsanctioned livery services. Moreover, key players in these sectors have amassed considerable 

political power and influenced their respective regulatory regimes in ways that discourage the 

entry of new competition.69 

Airbnb and the ride-sharing startups have challenged these provisions using a strategy 

that some observers have described as asking for forgiveness after the fact rather than permission 

in advance.70 This assertive posture has led to contentious wrangles with regulatory commissions 

in New York, San Francisco, and Washington, DC as well as in cities beyond the United 

States.71 Proponents of shared access have accused regulators of bowing to pressure from 

entrenched interests and failing to adapt to the new era of Internet-enabled commerce. The 

countercharge is that consumer and health protections exist for valid reasons and that appeals to 

technological determinism are being used to subvert legitimate governmental authority. These 

disputes will invariably continue to play out in different jurisdictions over the next few years, but 

at present momentum seems to be on the side of “Big Sharing” because the vanguard firms have 

successfully positioned themselves as victims of regulatory overreach and cultivated widespread 
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support among consumers. Though there has been grumbling about the use of surge pricing by 

some of the ride-sharing companies, it is nonetheless now possible in a growing number of 

locales to e-hail a taxi using a smartphone, to book relatively inexpensive accommodation in a 

local resident’s spare room, or to rent or swap designer clothing at a distance. 

Second, the leading companies of the sharing economy have devised ways to avoid 

paying local taxes. Most cities impose a stiff tourist tax on hotel guests, but Airbnb argues that 

its hosts are not providing formal lodging and hospitality services and hence are exempt from 

collecting and remitting these payments. The ride-sharing companies treat their drivers as 

freelancers rather than employees and do not deduct payroll taxes (see below). Some municipal 

governments and industry incumbents argue that the economic competitiveness of the sharing 

economy is partly attributable to tax avoidance. It is furthermore charged that tourist taxes are 

oftentimes used to raise dedicated funding for local cultural programs. It is these activities that 

contribute to the impetus for visitation and that without these resources it will be difficult to 

maintain touristic appeal. In other words, tax avoidance by the sharing economy constitutes a 

form of free-riding and holds the potential over the longer term to undermine its own success. 

Third, propagation of the sharing economy poses challenges for municipal governments 

in terms of how they go about the process of fostering and marketing themselves as desirable 

places for both residents and visitors. These programs are focused on creating “buzz” and 

ensuring popularity among members of the so-called creative class.72 Accordingly, place-based 

promotionalism these days is centered on cultivating a vibrant digital media industry, supporting 

a stylish arts and entertainment district, and encouraging tourism. Given that the sharing 

economy touches closely on all of these objectives, cities are—despite the obstacles mentioned 

above—seeking to accommodate these activities.73 
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Finally, arguably the most controversial debates pertaining to the economic sustainability 

of the sharing economy revolve around its labor force.74 Proponents of shared access regularly 

highlight that renting out an extra bedroom, becoming a driver, parsing out portions of one’s 

wardrobe, caring for pets, assisting with grocery shopping, or taking up all manner of odd jobs, 

are forms of “opt-in employment.” In other words, unemployed or underemployed workers no 

longer need to float on the vicissitudes of the labor market. The sharing economy provides 

people with the opportunity to work as hard as they are inclined and to generate an income on a 

fully flexible basis, all while being their own boss.75 Moreover, it is alleged the compensation 

can be duly rewarding. Airbnb calculates that the typical New York City host earns $7,530 per 

year and Uber contends that its drivers in the city working 40-plus hours per week are able to 

reach a median annual income (before expenses) of $90,766.76 Given that the federal minimum 

wage in the United States is presently $7.25 per hour, these would seem to be heady sums of 

money. And, it is claimed, the sharing economy enables service providers to access interesting 

opportunities for cultural exchange that are not only financially remunerative, but fun and 

stimulating as well.77 

For more critical observers, it is no surprise that the notion of shared access first emerged 

into popular view in 2008 and its early development paralleled the Great Recession and its 

aftershocks. From this perspective, the sharing economy has been derisively termed the “servant 

economy” and the “gig economy” and characterized as “neo-liberal solutionism” and “disaster 

capitalism.” Airbnb hosts are not compelled to wake up at six in the morning to make pancakes 

for guests because they are inherently hospitable or altruistic. They do not regard themselves as 

the shock troops of a new economy. Rather, it is financial need and the fact that they are fraught 

about the next rent or mortgage payment that prompts them to immerse themselves in the sharing 
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economy.78 Failure to fulfill certain obligations as a service provider could trigger an 

unfavorable online review from a recently departed visitor, thus jeopardizing future business. 

There is moreover little support for contentions that ride-share drivers avidly embrace the 

opportunity to drive strangers around town. They, too, are motivated to perform a stressful job by 

a need to make ends meet. Though the evidence on clothes-swappers is less clear, we can 

presume that at least some of the people attracted to these exchanges are seeking to maintain 

social or professional appearances in the face of tight budgetary constraints.79 

The sharing economy extends and deepens developments that have been accruing in 

significant segments of the customary economy for the past two decades. A range of 

occupational categories—from editing to graphic design to accounting—are increasingly being 

performed by independent contractors. Economist Guy Standing characterizes people working 

under conditions of extreme insecurity as constituting a new class that he terms the “precariat.”80 

When one’s livelihood is dependent on completion of outsourced tasks it is necessary to be 

perpetually on the lookout for new assignments so the imputed flexibility of this mode of work is 

typically unrealizable for all but a very few extremely successful individuals. In addition, time 

spent searching for the next job (or “gig” in the language of the sharing economy) is 

uncompensated and casual workers are continually at risk of being undercut by others even more 

desperate for opportunities that arise. When business slackens, service providers are left to fend 

for themselves. There is no security, no chance for career advancement and—at least in the 

United States—freelancers must shoulder the cost of their own medical insurance, fund their own 

retirement savings, and set aside personal reserves in case of injury or more permanent 

disability.81 Furthermore, in the sharing economy service providers are typically deploying their 

own vehicles, cars, and tools.82 This is advantageous for the firms because it obviates the need to 
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invest in capital stock or inventory and places them at arm’s length distance when mishaps arise. 

Though it is common for companies to carry insurance that protects service providers (typically 

up to $1 million per incident), the contested legality of the activities is likely to make pursuing a 

claim a murky undertaking for the foreseeable future. 

To counter impressions of disagreeable working conditions in the sharing economy some 

of the vanguard companies have devised jocular routines or romantic storylines. Lyft, for 

instance, initially encouraged its drivers to adorn the front grill of their vehicles with a readily 

recognizable pink mustache and to greet passengers with a ceremonial fist bump. Airbnb strives 

to recast the activities of its hosts as contributing to the heartwarming idea of “belong 

anywhere.” The company’s website blog conveyed the following message to hosts and 

prospective guests. 

 
We used to take belonging for granted. Cities used to be villages. Everyone knew 
each other, and everyone knew they had a place to call home. But after the 
mechanization and Industrial Revolution of the last century, those feelings of trust 
and belonging were displaced by mass-produced and impersonal travel 
experiences. We also stopped trusting each other. And in doing so, we lost 
something essential about what it means to be a community.83 

 

Converting one’s apartment into a hotel may not involve the most degrading labor, but it 

is work and to describe it has “sharing” or something similar propagates a deceptive fantasy. It is 

a charitable and legitimate gesture to make breakfast for a friend in the morning darkness, but 

something altogether different when performed for a houseguest paying cash. It is almost as if 

Airbnb is trying to wish away the transactional nature of the exchange, or to conveniently ignore 

the reasons why most hosts got into the business in the first place. There is also a failure to get to 

grips with the essential asymmetry in the way in which shared access is delivered. For guests it is 
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a low (or at least lower) cost way to access a desired service, but from the standpoint of the host 

it is, to use Susie Cagle’s evocative terminology, a “side hustle.”84 

 

7. Conclusion 

Proponents of shared access have made many claims to encourage proliferation of the 

sharing economy and to recruit participants into its ranks. This chapter assesses the performance 

of the vanguard firms from the standpoint of the three pillars of sustainability. From each of 

these perspectives, the sharing economy falls short of what its champions contend. There is 

serious reason to question the efficacy of shared access as a new system of social organization—

one that advances social inclusivity, reduces resource throughputs, and fosters economic stability 

and diversity. What accounts for the wide gap between the promise and the reality of the sharing 

economy? 

The concept of “diversionary reframing” offers some suggestive insights. Formulated by 

environmental social scientists William Freudenburg and Robert Gramling, it describes the social 

and political processes that lead disreputable activities to be recast in affirming terms.85 

Practitioners of this art strive to divert public scrutiny by fashioning narratives that shift the 

focus—the frame—away from questionable aspects of particular pursuits and toward more 

redeeming ones. They also work assiduoulsy to undermine the legitimacy of critics. While 

diversionary reframing does not overtly suggest duplicitousness, we do see in the case of the 

sharing economy (where a more appropriate term might be “preemptive diversionary reframing”) 

efforts to invoke a simulacrum of cooperation to ease public anxieties arising from the 

instabilities and hardships inherent in the current tumultuous phase of mass consumerism. 
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The encouraging narrative that proponents have constructed around the sharing economy 

has been duly taken up by both enthusiasts in the mainstream media and public officials fearful 

of missing an opportunity for economic expansion. Anyone who does not agree with the 

prevalent conception is treated as a technological reactionary too obtuse to comprehend the 

inevitability of a future of ubiquitous mobile communications and near-instantaneous satisfaction 

of consumer demands. Efforts to draw attention to the multifarious shortcomings of the sharing 

economy—most notably its tendency to enhance precariousness and to fortify deepening patterns 

of inequality—are dismissed as either mischaracterizations or growing pains of a transition still 

moving through its early stages. 

This chapter challenges the fervor and demonstrates that commercialized sharing is a 

poor approximation for more genuine modes of collaborative exchange and fails most tests as a 

credible sustainability strategy. In short “Big Sharing” is a Trojan horse. Proponents of shared 

access have falsely maintained that the sharing economy is a way for the imperiled middle class 

to stabilize and hopefully reverse its declining fortunes. While putting slack assets to profitable 

use can be a useful source of income, it is all too often a strategy of desperation and further locks 

into place a decidedly two-tier economy where less affluent service providers to put themselves 

at the disposal of their better healed neighbors. It is thus incumbent upon us to continue our 

search for a prudent pathway for moving beyond contemporary consumer society. The next 

chapter considers the incipient “Maker Movement” which offers a vision for a future shaped by a 

combination of cottage-scale producer-consumers deploying an array of high-tech digital 

fabrication machines and creative artisans renewing interest in long underappreciated crafts. 
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Figure 3.1: Generic Sharing Typology 
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Figure 3.2: Typology of the Sharing Economy 
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Figure 3.3: Shared Mobility Typology 
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