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The collection of papers included in this Sociological Review monograph shows the many 

geographical, economic and social ramifications attached to the phenomena we have come to know 

and classify as part of an emerging sharing economy, as well as the many perspectives from which 

these can be read. We maintain that this collection provides evidence of how sociology offers a 

privileged angle of observation for the study of sharing practices and its societal implications. The 

array of tools and resources that sociology has at its disposal remains key to ensuring that we grasp 

the complexity of an evolution in society that privileges access to ownership, relies heavily on the 

rise of digital technologies as new kinds of market intermediaries and calls into question current 

understandings of cooperation, collaboration and distribution. Sociology, therefore, seems to be the 

primary domain whereby the rise of sharing practices into a broader process of transformation can be 

located. As observed in Adam Arvidsson's contribution in this collection, this appears to bring the 

evolving relationship between markets and capitalism in the 21st Century to a new phase, which 

deserves peculiar attention.   

 

This collection covers many areas focusing and priding itself on the variety of case studies it presents 

in particular from regions in the world that lie outside the Western context. Yet inevitably, some other 

key aspects and practices are missing or under-represented. In this conclusion we offer a few ideas 

about what we believe are the future prospects for researching the sharing economy from a 

sociological perspective, and what areas emerge from this collection as worthy of more attention. 

 

A first aspect concerns the implications for work and employment. While on the one hand the 

evolving relationship between digital technologies and work has been the object of excellent and 

comprehensive research (Moore et al., 2017; Huws, 2013), the challenges posed by the diffusion of 

practices of work that appeal to a notion of sharing and collaboration and promote models of 

employment that extend flexible work arrangements and foster a new kind of relationship between 

workers and the means of production remain significant, as also testified by Nathan Schneider's paper 

in this collection. Sociological research in the domain of work and employment, we contend, needs 

to extend its focus more openly on these forms of work, and face more openly the empirical side of 

studying forms of work that do not necessarily adhere to formal conventions of standard and 

nonstandard work (Cappelli and Keller, 2013). While some recent research is promising (e.g. Graham 

et al., 2017) we need more sociological analyses in contexts of sharing and collaborative work, to 

investigate the extent to which these new models promote 'good' or 'bad' jobs (Kalleberg, 2011) and 

also the evolution of the workplace in this context, as collaborative work spaces proliferate.  

 



A second aspect concerns the sociological implications of the relationship between sharing practices, 

platforms and data. Many sharing practices, it may be argued, sit at the junction of processes of value 

production based on data production by users. Notions of 'platform capitalism' (Srnicek, 2016) have 

emerged to describe this evolution historically and culturally on a macro level; however, this has 

remained sporadically addressed by sociological debate. Our collection suggests that the sociological 

imagination can and should be contributing more to address this evolution, to make sense of the 

inherent micro-social practices attached to sharing, as witnessed by the contributions from Maitrayee 

Deka and Lindsey Carfagna, amongst others, included in this volume. This will also have to focus on 

those who make use of these technologies beyond their specific capacity of social actors in a specific 

context, be they workers or consumers, and more specifically as citizens. The relationship between 

sharing practices and the evolving nature of citizenship in society are surprisingly absent from the 

sociological debate around the sharing economy, while a notion of 'digital citizenship' seems to be 

increasingly popular (Hintz et al., 2017; Drakopoulou et al., 2016). The necessity to engage in this 

kind of discussion is well highlighted in this volume by Eleni Katrini’s paper, which digs into the 

urban and communitarian implications of the diffusion of a 'sharing culture'.  

 

A third concern regards organisational aspects. One of the things that most characterizes the digital 

collaborative economy is isomorphism, which is evident particularly in the graphical layout of the 

platforms. In an area subject to rapid processes of innovation and transformation, the winning 

solutions are quickly adopted by all companies in the organisational field and it is therefore important 

to analyse the 'rationalised myths' on which they are based (Di Maggio, Powell 2000). 

This analysis also gives rise to the possibility of intervening on individual platforms to stimulate the 

diffusion of organizational solutions which are considered more appropriate. Nathan Schneider's 

paper highlights the experiences and perspectives of ‘platform co-operativism’ as a model for 

platform governance, while Bauwens and Pantazis include in their analysis all kinds of institutions 

that support the ecosystem of commons-based peer production.  

Ongoing technological change could also offer new challenges and prospects. In particular, the 

diffusion of (and frenzy around) the blockchain technology is shifting attention from the 

collaboration/competition axis to what is centrally controlled or decentralized. In this scenario, in the 

space of a few years, via a single browser/wallet based on blockchain technology, mobile devices 

have been able to transmit daily not only cryptocurrencies but also coupons, loyalty points, sharing 

tokens, voting rights, authorisations to access data, transactions among IOT devices and more. This 

will affect production and consumption modes, forms of interaction and relationships as well as 

organisational models, but also our societies as a whole. 

 

Our final point concerns the impact of the sharing economy at a systemic level. The heterogeneity of 

results and methodology applied in the studies here presented clearly shows how challenging it is to 

analyse more thoroughly the drivers and implications of collaborative transactions, beyond simple 

case studies, by means of the study of the relationship between the socio-institutional environments 

and the impacts generated by these practices. At this point, it might be useful to build an analytical 

toolbox to measure sharing economy potentials and outcomes recovering the relevance of a 

comparative approach in a Weberian sense. Comparative analysis could represent a necessary step to 

overcome the dichotomy between the hypothesis of the dominance of value extractive models and 

the hope of social innovative platforms that could boost the re-embedding of the economy. It could 

be more realistic to think about the “varieties of the sharing economy” and can accept the plurality of 

this ecosystem, such as Soskice did in the nineties (1993) when he theorised on the existence of 

“varieties of capitalisms”. This strand of study, developed within the so-called new economic 

sociology, has been confronted precisely with the impact of local characteristics on the welfare 

production regimes and the national innovation system (Goldthorpe, 1984; Esping-Andersen, 1989; 



Regini and Lange, 1987) producing classifications and concepts useful also for a phenomenon such 

as the sharing economy.  

In this hypothesis, we can recover the detection of five different arenas that could play a role in 

shaping the national sharing economies: 

1) Consumer Market: the degree of "maturity" of the demand and supply in providing collaborative 

services represents an important pre-condition - also according to Carfagna’s paper - not simply in 

economic terms but also in social and cultural terms; 

2) Labour Market: looking at the structural and normative characteristics of job matching could 

illustrate a possible path from amateur sharing to professionalism, but also towards more innovative 

forms of platform governance, as argued by Schneider; 

3) Financial Market: this entails both financial deregulation and the different role played by investors 

such as Private Equity Funds, Business Angels, Venture Capitalists. In this arena, also the role of 

public funds and actors needs to be taken into account, as for example in terms of incentives towards 

the digital economy, start-ups, and smart communities, which could be crucial to the evolution of the 

sharing economy as emerged in the analysis by Del Moral and Fernandez; 

4) Training Market: the development of functional and cultural "infrastructure" for the digital 

economy, looking both at digital literacy and at the promotion of areas of contamination (such as co-

working incubators, fab-labs and hackathons- as observed by Arvidsson, and Manzo and Ramella) 

that could play an essential role for the construction of the collective goods needed for innovative 

sharing practices; 

5) Social Security Market: this entails focusing on the welfare mix, with particular reference to 

traditions linked to gift economy practices and informal reciprocal or collaborative transactions –such 

as those emerged in the works of Deka and Katrini.  

The complexity of this scenario calls for a further effort to engage in methodological triangulation 

(Denzin 1978) through common dashboard of indicators. The comparative assessment of the impact 

of the sharing economy should not simply relate to conventional economic KPIs (% of market share, 

% on the national GDP or in terms of financial collection) but we also need to look at the quality of 

the generated transactions and how sharing economy can reproduce or reduce specific social 

cleavages (educated/not educated, young/old, urban/not urban, etc.) (Arcidiacono, 2017). In 

particular, we need to look at the implications in terms of economic and social inclusion, as argued 

by Ladegaard in his paper, particularly towards the most vulnerable people and ethnic minorities; the 

effects of these practices in terms of relational goods and social capital and community identities, 

which are crucial in Deka’s work; and in cultural terms, as suggested by Carfagna and Katrini, such 

as in the potential increase of ecological sensitivity or in the primacy of use value over ownership. 

Another important impact of the sharing economy that needs to be assessed in comparative terms is 

its role in the welfare recalibration processes (Ferrera, Hemerijck and Rhodes, 2000). Starting from 

the papers by Bauwens and Pantazis and by Schneider, it seems quite evident how important it is to 

try and understand the concrete opportunity of sharing to redesign less asymmetric and more 

transparent value chains for enabling the transition from welfare state to welfare community. When 

the scarcity of resources is perceived as the biggest problem that limits a further welfare expansion, 

the sharing economy could intervene somehow in order to guarantee new forms of social assistance 

and security through the optimization of processes and assets within renewed values and principles, 

such as commons or cooperation. 

 

In other words, and to conclude, while it showcases a rich variety of research from various contexts, 

this collection should also be read as a call to arms for social research to embrace more convincingly 

the study of sharing practices and, more broadly, the societal implications that stem from the 

pervasive role of digital technologies in society.  As some of the papers included in this collection 



show, the act of sharing – be it offline or online - in many cases does not just simply represent a 

technical act but is a deeply social one, by which actors intervene in various ways at the levels of 

culture, policy and the relationship between individuals and society and contribute to its current 

reshaping. Following on from the seminal essays by Marres (2012) and Ruppert et al. (2013), we 

believe that the next step necessary for sociology is to expand its focus towards addressing the broad 

societal issues that emerge from the diffusion of digital technologies in society in a comprehensive 

manner. Similarly, traditional sociological disciplines such as economic sociology or the sociology 

of work can no longer abstain from embracing this 'digital turn' in more comprehensive terms. It is 

only by blending the boundaries across these disciplines that we can, fully uphold the challenges that 

the 21st Century is presenting to social researchers.  
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