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Executive Summary

This document is the final result of the work conducted in the Working Group 4 of the COST
Action CA16121 “From Sharing to Caring: Examining Socio-Technical Aspects of the
Collaborative Economy.” The Working Group, named “Mechanisms to Activate and Support
the Collaborative Economy”, aimed at investigating how Collaborative and Sharing Economy
(henceforth, CSE) initiatives emerge and how they gain a certain degree of stability. The
collective work conducted in the Working Group has led to an edited book (Teli & Bassetti,
2021) that has constituted the basis for the recommendations included in this deliverable.
In particular, the research that has brought to the content of the book has been crucial in
identifying the six areas on which we provide briefs in this deliverable: 1) Economic motives
have to be satisfied to trigger non-economic actions; 2) Promote spaces for collaborative and
cooperative experimentations to navigate uncertainty; 3) Detach social protection from work
as a way of promoting innovation; 4) Social cohesion vs. social conflict: making innovation fair
by protecting marginal groups and local communities; 5) Social exclusion vs. inclusion; and 6)
Solving the "platform paradox": regulate social media platforms to support caring and
solidarity initiatives.
The six briefs are organized following a simple structure: an introduction to the context of the
problem treated is provided, followed by a description of the problem itself and by three
recommendations for policy actions, to be concluded by a list of relevant sources.

Policy Briefs
1. Economic motives have to be satisfied to trigger
non-economic actions
The collaborative economy, or CSE (Collaborative and Sharing Economy), has been defined by
the European Commission as a series of “business models where activities are facilitated by
collaborative platforms that create an open marketplace for the temporary usage of goods
or services often provided by private individuals” (A European Agenda for the Collaborative
Economy - EUR-Lex - 52016DC0356 - EN - EUR-Lex, n.d.). At the same time, the collaborative
economy is seen as potentially contributing to sustainability and the circular economy, as it
can be capable of facilitating asset-sharing, a more efficient use of resources (Collaborative
Economy - Factsheet, n.d.). It has to be stressed how the non-economic elements of the
collaborative economy are a constitutive factor in the way companies promote their services,
for example adopting the language of sharing (Scholz, 2014), of community (Light & Seravalli,
2019), or of sustainability itself (Culkin, 2019). Moreover, some collaborative economy
initiatives are factually brought into being with a sustainability or circular economy goal, like
tool libraries, or neighborhood-based services leveraging on the potential collaboration
between local residents.

Problem

The multi-dimensionality of the collaborative economy, as an economic and financial
phenomenon and whose main actors claim to be embracing communitarian logics, shows
how participants in the collaborative economy can be driven by a multiplicity of interests and
goals. Nevertheless, recent studies have shown how the economic motives are the dominant
ones (Majetic & Perez-Vega, 2021), in an almost overwhelming way, suggesting that economic
needs stand at the basis of the success of specific technological platforms. Nevertheless,
participants come to the collaborative economy more easily if they have experienced
relational activities based on trust, such as volunteering (Angelovska et al., 2021) and, even in
controversial cases like AirBnB, economic success depends on displaying socially relevant
characteristics as friendliness (Koka et al., 2021). The tension and intricate relation between
economic motives and non-economic logics is therefore evident and, we argue, needs to be
addressed if collaborative economy initiatives are expected to contribute more significantly
to the alleged goals of sustainability, sharing, and community.

Recommendation

Our recommendations are based on the possibility of satisfying actual and prospective
participants’ economic motives to allow for a stronger participation in non-economic actions.
Increased participation in non-economic actions can, when based on satisfied economic
needs, be a promoter of a culture of sustainability, communitarian, and profound sharing of
assets, promoting social cohesion (see #Policy Brief 4) and social inclusion (see #Policy Brief
5). Therefore, what we envision is:

1. An appropriate remuneration of activities in the collaborative economy, so that
economic needs are satisfied soon;
2. An understanding of collaborative economy activities in relation to the entirety of the
labour market and to the welfare state seen as a form of social protection and
redistribution of resources (see #Policy Brief 3);
3. Further investigation of the relation between volunteer, community-based, and
sustainability-oriented activities and the collaborative economy, as both a potential
boost to such activities or an obstacle based on extractive dynamics.
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2. Promote spaces for collaborative and cooperative
experimentations to navigate uncertainty
The co-presence of economic and communitarian logics makes it difficult to identify one
single organizational model for collaborative economy initiatives that have been indeed
organized through multiple organizational models (Frenken & Schor, 2017), legal formats
(Schor, 2016), e.g. for-profit, low-profit, cooperatives, or associations, but any format includes
a variability of business models, a different balance between economic and social goals, etc…
(Guyader & Piscicelli, 2019; Piscicelli et al., 2015). In connection to the variety of domains in
which collaborative economy initiatives can be found, it is evident how practitioners can find
themselves in a terrain of uncertainty while elaborating answers to the problems of
establishing, maintaining, and developing a collaborative economy initiative.

Problem

For example, the emergence of calls for new forms of platform cooperativism (Scholz, 2016)
suggests that the conversations on the appropriate organizational model for collaborative
economy initiatives are not over. In fact, the presence of multiple actors involved in
collaborative economy initiatives (Goyens & Huybrechts, 2021) and the proliferation of
reflections on a diversity of business models (Larner, 2021) and organizational forms (Subaşı
et al., 2021), suggest uncertainty for practitioners engaging with the collaborative economy.
Combined with the known high-risk of failure of new companies, this phenomenon points to
the problem of allowing for experimentation while preserving the viability of life for the
practitioners aiming at innovating in a collaborative way.

Recommendation

Our recommendations are based on the need for collaborative economy initiatives to figure
out anytime the appropriate model to ensure long-term feasibility. Knowledge exchange,
based on dynamic and safe spaces of mutual support, becomes crucial, therefore we assume
as desirable the promotion and support of spaces in which experimentations on different
organizational forms can take place more easily, helping to address issues like the “platform
paradox” (see #Policy Brief 6). Therefore, what we recommend is:
1. An appropriate support to the emergence of spaces for collaboration and mutual
support among practitioners in the collaborative economy;
2. Form of protection for practitioners experimenting with novel business models and
organizational forms (see #Policy Brief 3);
3. Further investigations of the needs, in terms of social protection and
financial/legal/logistic support, for initiatives experimenting with new collaborative
business models and organizational forms.
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3. Detach social protection from work as a way of
promoting innovation
The status of workers in the collaborative economy has been at the centre of multiple
conflicts, with many companies arguing for a status of independent contractors and the
workers organizing to be recognized as employees (‘Uber Drivers Are Workers Not SelfEmployed, Supreme Court Rules’, 2021). Moreover, almost all European systems of social
protection subordinate the latter to the work history of the individual worker, and that poses
a significant problem for workers with unstable working conditions, as many
precarious/independent workers in the collaborative economy (Baranowski, 2021). That goes
in parallel with growing requests of revising social protection mechanisms in relation to the
expanded digitalization of work and society (De Wispelaere & Stirton, 2004).

Problem

As said, looking at the question of workers’ status is at the centre of political conflicts. More
specifically, the conflicts arousing imply a discussion on the degree of control over their work
that workers can exercise, the possibility of extending existing regulations to the new forms
of work, or the possibility to decouple social protection from work (Dumančić et al., 2021). In
particular, one element stands out, beyond the negotiation on the quality of work in terms of
what happens on the job, that is social protection, as many platforms do not guarantee social
security or pension rights to workers (Sanna & Michelini, 2021). Promoting the engagement
of people with more innovative and collaborative activities, e.g. forms of collaborative welfare
(Bassetti et al., 2018), requires safe and protected subjects, not subject to the fear of losing
social safety nets, fear that is triggered by existing conditionality in accessing and maintaining
welfare support (Wright et al., 2020).

Recommendation

Our recommendations are oriented to the exploration of ways of detaching social protection
from work, e.g. through forms of basic income and/or the provision of basic services like
housing, food, education, healthcare, all measures that - supporting people positive
experience of life, can promote social cohesion (see #Policy Brief 4) and social inclusion (see
#Policy Brief 5). More specifically, we recommend:
1. To relax existing conditionality on access and maintenance of welfare support, to
make possible to assess how people could engage in collaborative activities once
liberated from fear of losing stability;
2. To further investigate the financing of forms of social protection detached by work
history and position in the labour market, e.g. basic income or basic services;
3. To support and research forms of collaborative welfare that can benefit from the
availability of properly collaborative technologies.
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4. Social cohesion vs. social conflict: making
innovation fair by protecting marginal groups and local
communities
Collaborative and Sharing Economy (CSE) initiatives and platforms have been recognized in
recent literature as having the potential to foster social cohesion and community ties (Goyens
and Huybrechts, 2021; Parigi et al., 2013; Rosen et al., 2011; Schor, 2016; Vaskelainen and
Piscicelli, 2018) as much as to embitter social conflict and inequality (Trudelle and Pelletier,
2016; Wachsmuth and Weisler, 2018). This is not surprising given the variety charactering CSE
in terms of sector, scale, and involved practices (Teli and Bassetti, 2021: 3-6), and it becomes
more and more relevant to orient the collaborative economy in a way that favours cohesion
and cares for local communities, while reducing simultaneously the conflict potential within
and especially across groups.

Problem
CSE-induced social conflict has been particularly apparent (and studied) at the urban level
(Salvia et al., 2019), around "matters of concern" (Latour 2004) such as gentrification,
segregation, displacement, and "touristification" (Picascia et al., 2019; Trudelle and Pelletier,
2016; Wachsmuth and Weisler, 2018). These dynamics, furthermore, have the potential for
weakening ties and reducing interaction within existing local communities, thereby further
diminishing cohesion and impeding dense networks. At the market level, platforms such as
Airbnb have been found to generate disruption in several economic sectors, including
hospitality (Gutiérrez et al., 2017; Zervas et al., 2017) and housing (Lee, 2016).
Social cohesion is also reduced whenever groups and individuals find themselves isolated
and/or marginalized, which is often the case in, and among, small communities at the
periphery of big cities or in rural areas (Goyens and Huybrechts, 2021). These social groups
face particular challenges due to their geographical, historical and/or economic conditions;
and their economic, cultural and social capital may be low. Moreover, whereas social ties may
be strong within the single community, it is often not the case among communities, so that
the territorial network may be weak.
At the individual level, sources of conflict concern the workforce (see Policy Brief #3),
inequality of access and social exclusion (see Policy Brief #5).

Recommendations
1. Protect local communities from social and economic disruption by:

a) improved regulation and proper control;
b) informed licensing and urban/territorial planning: assess impact with
appropriate tools and methodologies, see Sanna and Michelini (2021).
2. Proactively work to foster social cohesion within and especially among communities, by
supporting platforms able to create dense networks. Goyens and Huybrechts (2021)
propose a Platform-approach that was successful in its empirical test (concerning sustainable
mobility in a marginal, vulnerable neighbourhood) in making a stable network emerge. They
underline the importance of locality as well as of a space-time for mutual learning, in that “the
step from the potential of capabilities in the network and the realisation of an imagined
sharing economy initiative, required a collective learning process” (ivi: 150). Goyens and
Huybrechts also emphasize the relevance of dialogue and collaboration between social
movements and grassroots initiatives, on the one hand, and institutional actors and
policymakers on the other hand. In a comparative study on recent developments of light
sustainable mobility in four capital cities, Diogo and colleagues (2021: 66) make the same
claim.
3. Protect citizens (see Policy Briefs #3, #5 and #6).
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5.

Social exclusion vs. inclusion

Accessibility, equality and inclusiveness have been found to be rarely met by sharing economy
initiatives in several economic sectors and domains of life. This is hardly in line with European
Social Values and worsens social conflict (see Policy Brief #4).

Problem
Equity of access and inclusiveness have been found lacking in several domains. As noted by
Subası and colleagues (2021: 300), “two classical examples are discrimination of people of
colour as Airbnb flat hosts (Edelman and Luca, 2014), the insecurity and inequality created via
ondemand work practices (Alkhatib et al., 2017; Dillahunt et al., 2018)” (cf. also Dumancic et
al., 2021; Policy Brief #2). Also in the field of light mobility (Qiu and He, 2018; Teixeira et al.,
2020; Diogo et al. 2021), several exclusionary mechanisms have been detected (Ricci, 2015;
Caggiani et al., 2020), most of which clearly operate in other domains as well. Light mobility
services are mostly offered in central/touristic areas and not in peripheral, low-income
neighbourhoods; their payment systems do not foresee any special provision for
disadvantaged categories; and the reliance on smartphones, digital platforms and credit
cards further increases unequal access to services (Diogo et al. 2021: 66).
This does not only reduce inclusion, but also strategically undermines the transition to
sustainable transportation, which could instead contribute to environmental sustainability
and the European Green Deal (EC, 2019).
Social exclusion is also underscored by lack of knowledge, competence and skills. The digital
divide is a well known yet unresolved issue (Van Dijk, 2005), particularly when it comes to the
different usages people with different gender, age, education and experience do of online
digital resources (Van Deursen & Van Dijk, 2014). Furthermore, the digital media ecology of
the network society (Van Dijk, 2020) presents power issues that affect categories of people
usually not considered, at least at first sight, among the vulnerable ones in such terms. For
instance, although “digital natives”, young people may have less instruments to deal with fake
news and deep fake videos.

Recommendations
1. “Platforms can make their costs transparent and apply cost strategies that realistically
include all socio-economic classes. Designers can help create balance between customization
and appeal for underprivileged coops so that they get more help from the ones that are
already well off.” (Subaşı et al. 2021: 301).

2. Efforts towards an equal diffusion of digital literacy should be continued, non only in
terms of bridging the digital divide (based on age and other inequalities), but also to update
and deepen digital and technological competences based on recent developments (e.g.,
provide

working-age

population

with

knowledge

about

distributed

ledger

and

cryptocurrencies, provide youngsters with skills to deal with fake news and fact checking, or
with cyberbullying).
3. Promote sustainable mobility with investment in cycling infrastructure but also campaigns
to promote active mobility, particularly within school communities. Involve social
movements in such campaigning (cf. Diogo et al., 2021: 75).
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6. Solving the "platform paradox": regulate social
media platforms to support collaborative and solidarity
initiatives
Social media platforms such as Facebook have been found to be adopted for solidarity and
collaborative initiatives in several European countries (Costanza-Chock, 2020; Rossitto et al.
2021), particularly in times of emergency, and although it clashes with community values -- a
situation that has been defined as the platform paradox. The paradox emerges when
collaborative and solidarity initiatives aiming at gaining visibility on a tight budget end up
adopting Facebook or other social media platforms that may be in conflict with the initiatives’
own values and/or may be unsuited “to establish deeper community ties and develop
continuous and systematic collective action, not only online but also offline.” (Rossitto et al.
2021: 100). Despite their (initial) pragmatic convenience, especially in critical, time-pressured
periods, proprietary networking platforms pose several issues with respect to European
Social Values such as freedom, democracy, equality, respect for human dignity and human
rights.

Problem
Proprietary global social media platforms present problems in terms of orienting values,
algorithmically induced polarization and lack of democratic dialogue (e.g., Terren & BorgeBravo, 2021; Sîrbu et al., 2019; Boutyline & Willer, 2017; Flaxman et al., 2016). Moreover, they
favour the commodification of intimacy, social relations, and collective knowledge itself (e.g.,
Graham, 2002; Fumagalli et al., 2019). Further, even from a pragmatic perspective, the design
features of these platforms, such as the way they “template participation” (Rossitto et al.,
2021), support governance (Subaşı et al., 2021) and manage private, sensitive information of
both individuals and groups, do not serve well local communities and small organizations and
do not properly support collaborative initiatives, the creation of dense networks (see Policy
Brief #4), and hence collective action on the ground.
"While open source alternatives to Gmail and Doodle have been adopted [by
grassroots/community-centered initiatives], Facebook has been more difficult to replace,
especially given the challenge of reaching out to wide audiences" (Rossitto et al., 2021: 105).
Locally maintained platforms would solve these issues (Light and Miskelly, 2019) but
maintenance requires resources and "staying technically competent [...] that have caused
small organizations to reduce the degree to which their networks and services rely on digital
components" (Rossitto et al., 2021: 103). Here the risk is to have small grassroots groups and
organizations excluded from the digital world and the tools and opportunities it offers, on the
one hand, and, on the other hand, to have this kind of groups, when technically savvier or just

more resourceful, using different devoted channels -- a condition fostering segregation and
polarization rather than democratic dialogue and mutual inspiration.
Finally, the lack of “parity between those that use [...these platforms] and those that build
them” (Jamieson and Wilson, 2020), or design them, have been noted. Power relations in the
digital media ecology are a growing concern (e.g. Van Dijk, 2020). Calls have emerged to
“empower individuals by improving their right to self-determination regarding their personal
data” (see Subaşı et al., 2021: 292). When it comes to groups and collaborative initiatives,
“[e]nsuring platforms are governed by the community itself is key as third parties lack the
shared needs, values and concerns of communities particularly where sharing commodities
have greater social value than monetary value” (Subaşı et al., 2021: 295).

Recommendations
1. Given a European Commission-owned generalist digital platform is neither feasible nor
desirable, the only way through seems to be regulation of social media proprietary platforms
such as Facebook at the European level. It is not only about taxation (e.g., Frenken, 2017);
rather, regulation should enter the level of the algorithm to provide solutions and protect
citizens not only in terms of personal data and privacy, but also with respect to echo chambers
and consequent polarization-induced conflict and lack of actual dialogue --i.e. fostering
agonism rather than antagonism.
2. Furthermore, to better understand the considered phenomena and especially, to properly
design technical-regulative solutions as suggested above, interdisciplinary research on such
topics should be promoted and funded. As recently noted, in fact, “existing research on
negative aspects such as polarization is inadequate. Specifically, the issue of socio-cultural
polarization around such topics as healthcare, vaccination, climate change, education,
warfare, and cultural issues is an emerging avenue of research due to its enormous impact
on the shaping of our society” (Qureshi et al., 2020).
3. Promote up-to-date digital and technological literacy for all citizens and communities
(see also Policy Brief #5, Recommendation #3).
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