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Topic 

The “sharing economy” has become a mythical figure in 21st century management research and 

practice (Kraus et al., 2020). As a field of research, it is still in its infancy (Laurell and 

Sandström, 2018), but with a rapidly rising number of publications, especially during the last 

five years (Filser et al., 2020). The sharing economy is defined as a socio-economic ecosystem 

in which asset owners and users (i.e. individuals and/or companies) mutualize access to 

products or services associated with these assets (Belk, 2014; Zervas, Proserpio, & Byers, 

2017). This facilitates “peer-to-peer sharing of access to underutilized goods and services, 

which prioritizes utilization and accessibility over ownership” (Cheng, 2016, p. 61).  

As the sharing economy is about facilitating the exchange of existing products and assets, it 

has created challenges and opportunities for firms to design (or redesign) business models 

(BMs) (Kumar et al., 2018). BMs are conceptualized as structural templates of an organization, 

providing a holistic and systematic view of firm-level value creation and capture (Hock et al., 

2016; Spieth et al. 2014). Based on the notion that networked communities can share, acquire, 

and collectively exploit held assets, a ‘sharing-business model’ provides owners and users (i.e., 

individuals and companies) with a digital platform to configure new methods to generate value 

from underused assets (Belk, 2014; Zervas et al., 2017). Indeed, this new mode of organizing 

has disrupted the modus operandi across industries and promises a unique method to facilitate 

collaborative enterprise across sectors, as illustrated by the prominent examples of Uber, Lyft, 

BlaBlaCar or Airbnb (Filser et al., 2020; Gassmann et al., 2020).  

Due to recent and powerful examples of success, there has been an explosion of interest to 

employ the principles of the sharing models across a wide variety of products and services, 

including accommodation, transport, personal services, media, and entertainment sectors. 

Forecasts for adopting these models across industries suggest that this form of commerce will 

continue to grow from 14 billion in 2014 to an anticipated 335 billion USD in 2025. The new 

ventures and incumbents operating these models hold the potential to exponentially increase 

their revenue growth in the next ten years (Yaraghi & Ravi, 2017).  

While the promise is evident, the means at which value is generated from these BMs are 

continuously evolving and morphing in ways that also differ from the BMs of the much-cited 

sharing economy leaders such as Uber and Airbnb. Therefore, the diverse developments in 

practice are outpacing conceptual development, and at the same time, the empirical 

examinations remain relatively fragmented within the literature. We have only recently started 

to witness the scope and the magnitude of sharing economy, which call for adopting multiple 

lenses to the phenomenon. Accordingly, the scholarly efforts need to go deeper into the 

strategic and managerial implications of sharing economy BMs, the technological aspects of 

those BMs, and the contested and controversial role of sharing economy BMs in terms of 

environmental and social sustainability. To understand the diversity of BMs for the sharing 

economy, we put forward a call for three complementary perspectives to the topic. 

Managing the entrepreneurial vs. incumbents’ transition to sharing economy business 

models 

Although examples of successful sharing economy BMs exist, systematic research on how 

these can be created in a structured way is missing. The sharing economy is gearing up to shift 

the behavior of an entire generation and might even change the way individual entrepreneurs 



do business altogether (Markman et al., 2021; Alonso-Almeida et al., 2020; Chang et al., 2018; 

Sanasi et al., 2020). The way value is created and captured in sharing-economy BMs is 

fundamentally different from traditional private ownership-based business and has created 

substantial opportunities for innovation to arise (Amit & Han, 2017). Despite the wide-

spreading opportunities, designing BMs and the effective utilization of technologies for the 

sharing economy poses challenges for entrepreneurs and incumbent firms (Filser et al., 2021). 

It also blurs the notion of how organizational boundaries are defined and requires a focus on 

how the multiple interfaces between stakeholders and service orientations are created, 

managed, and dictated (Clauss et al., 2018; Davis, 2016; Rong & Shi, 2014). Perhaps the 

greatest challenge for fostering the era of the sharing economy requires a new conceptualization 

into how a BM can be designed, optimized and measured (Gawer, 2014; Jiang et al., 2021; 

Clauss, 2017). Companies that control and manage the interface between owners and 

consumers create an advantageous position for themselves. Risk is minimized, as the cost of 

goods and overheads are kept at a minimal. The facilitators carry none of the inventory costs 

of the traditional BM but can generate a percentage of the sale by providing the medium for 

facilitating scaled access. To become a sharing-economy facilitator (or an ecosystem 

orchestrator) does not require extensive upfront capital investments, as they are merely pooling 

resources already available within the market (e.g., vacant houses, apartments, cars, and labor). 

This requires the facilitating organization to possess a new set of skills, particularly in platform 

management, utilization of technologies, and skilled relational governance. An important 

stream for further investigations is the compounding of stakeholders into BM innovation and 

the evolution of customer-centric BM innovation and co-creation of the value proposition 

(Clauss et al. 2019). 

This research inquiry covers two related but distinct areas that should be approached: Creation 

of sharing economy BMs by start-ups vs. by incumbent firms. Recent BM innovation research 

has shown that the challenges for BM innovation differ substantially between new ventures 

and established firms (e.g., Kim et al. 2015, Trapp et al., 2018, McDonald et al., 2020). 

Whereas the challenge for start-ups lies in question on how to ideate, iterate and pivot the BM 

in the development process, incumbent firms need to face challenges in how to reconfigure a 

the existing organization that is often characterized by potential rigidities in processes and 

structures (Dąbrowska et al., 2019). For incumbents, the switch towards a sharing economy 

BM requires a transition from traditional managerial logic and previously held beliefs into a 

new type of thinking in how enterprises can be organized and maximized for performance 

(Kraus et al., 2020).  

Digital technologies and sharing economy business models 

BM innovation is significantly influenced and facilitated by the rise of new digital technologies 

such as the internet of things, distributed ledger technologies, artificial intelligence or additive 

manufacturing (Caputo et al., 2021, Dmitriev et al., 2014, Klos et al., 2021, Schneider 2019). 

There is a need to align technological innovation with the right BM design to ensure firm 

performance (Wei et al., 2014), calling for a differentiated understanding of the characteristics 

and features of types of technology-driven BMs. Here a common understanding of what digital 

technologies are, and how these technologies influence BM innovation, is key. 

Digital interfaces between devices, organizations and individual actors are the main drivers 

that foster the emergence of digital ecosystems (Weil & Woerner, 2015) or platform 

ecosystems (Kretschmer et al., 2020) via which sharing economy BMs can be created. Most 

sharing-based BMs rely on information technologies – most prominently a digital platform and 



related interfaces and boundary resources – that facilitate network effects. They create an 

integrated socio-economic ecosystem that provides ease of access to goods and facilitates 

consumer choice. Using web-based and multi-sided platforms, organizations act as ecosystem 

orchestrators to connect potential buyers and sellers, or peer-users, of products and services. 

They capitalize on playing the role of the middleman (or a network broker or intermediary) by 

specializing in the management and governance of interactions. The asset owners (sellers) 

provide consumers (buyers) with a collective pool of held products or services (Parente et al., 

2018). For instance, Ritter & Schanz (2019) pointed out that the sharing economy reduces 

resource consumption with collaborative consumption through e.g. second-hand shops or 

mobility (cars, bikes, eScooters) sharing, and thus also have environmental consequences (e.g., 

Botsman, 2010). Finally, such digital platforms are not only driven by the established BM 

dimensions such as value creation, value delivery and value capture, but also by other success 

factors like the continuous promotion of a startup culture (Rohn et al., 2021). 

Sharing economy business models and sustainability 

The third important lens on sharing BMs captures the important relationship between sharing 

economy BMs and sustainability. Sustainable BMs usually capture how an organization 

generates three types of sustainable value: economic, environmental and social value (Joyce & 

Paquin, 2016). Therefore, important research questions arise surrounding the general inquiry 

about how sharing economy BMs enable or even create barriers for economic, environmental 

and social sustainability. 

The sharing economy promises to alleviate various environmental problems as it maximizes 

the potential for more frequent economic activity and increases the opportunity to enhance 

product utilization rates of idle assets (Belk, 2014). Sharing-BMs have been promoted as a 

solution to increase environmental sustainability (e.g. Curtis & Mont, 2020). For example, the 

sharing of vehicles can help to reduce inner-city traffic, congestion, and pollution problems 

(Cohen & Kietzmann, 2014). This is because sharing increases circularity, creates open 

innovation environments that may even foster frugal innovation (Agarwal and Brem, 2017), 

and facilitates involvements of internal or external stakeholders (Crosini et al., 2020; Crupi et 

al, 2020; Bocken, & Ritala, 2021). Furthermore, the sharing economy also comprises the 

“maker movement” where customers increasingly use shared manufacturing technologies to 

facilitate the creation of do-it-yourself solutions and even improvisation and innovation under 

external constraints (e.g. the COVID-19 pandemic) (Corsini et al., 2020). Early evidence 

suggests that the sharing economy can also be posed as a solution to a variety of grand 

challenges, as a form of market liberalization that addresses forms of societal inequality and a 

driver for economic improvement of individuals. Environmental impacts, predictions, and 

consequences of different sustainability interventions within sharing economy BMs need to be 

made to clarify how resources can be appropriately deployed and how the level and time period 

of inquiry change outcomes (Geissinger et al., 2019). 

However, sharing economy BMs may also be harmful for sustainability aspects due to indirect 

negative effects (or the so-called “rebound effect”). For example, the location of Airbnb has 

amplified rents in closed neighborhoods or books sharing increased related costs of 

transportation. Dreyer et al. (2017) discussed the potential paybacks and dangers of BMs that 

are particularly pertinent in emerging economy circumstances due to the limits of an 

empirically grounded understanding of how such situations matter. Furthermore, Cohen & 

Kietzmann (2014) discuss that depending on the ownership of vehicle sharing BMs, certain 

agency problems can arise that may potentially limit the capacity of sharing economy BMs to 



fully exploit beneficial effects on environmental sustainability. Finally, there might be rebound 

effects where the total use of resources increased via sharing economy models, despite the 

intentions for resource efficiency (for discussion, see Acquirer et al., 2017).  

Hence, the relationship between sharing economy BM innovation and sustainability involves 

potential tradeoffs, tensions, and paradoxes, and the it cannot be assumed a either positive or 

negative, but needs more detailed investigation in different contexts and contingencies. 

Aim of the special issue 

Although recent studies address particular topics of sharing economy BMs such as their drivers 

and goals (Richter et al., 2017), the role of institutional logics (Vaskelainen & Münzel, 2018), 

and customer perception (Clauss et al., 2018), as well as the consequences for sustainability 

(Cohen & Kietzmann, 2014), and profitability (Kumar et al., 2018; Zhu, & Iansiti, 2019), 

research in this area is still eclectic and does yet provide a congruent picture on the three above 

mentioned research areas, or their synergies. From a scholarly perspective, we are missing 

systematic integration, theoretical reflection and empirical assessment of  

(1) Managing the entrepreneurial vs. incumbents’ transition to sharing economy BMs,

(2) Digital technologies and sharing economy BMs, and

(3) Sharing economy BMs and sustainability.

This special issue invites authors to submit papers that explore the logic, theoretical foundation, 

structural and relational mechanisms as well as the various barriers, facilitators and 

consequences of BMs in the sharing economy by analyzing diverse actors (e.g., incumbent 

firms, entrepreneurs), institutions (e.g., platforms, ecosystems) and contexts (e.g., B2B 

markets, collective consumption, sustainability initiatives) in the three above mentioned topic 

areas. We invite comprehensive reviews, conceptual and empirical analyses, and case studies 

to describe and deepen this understanding for BMs in the sharing economy. 

Topics and questions of interest include, but are not limited to: 

Managing the entrepreneurial vs. incumbents’ transition to sharing economy business 

models 

• What is the influence of sharing-based BMs on nascent and/or corporate

entrepreneurship and what are determining factors from an entrepreneurial perspective?

• How can entrepreneurs ideate and scale-up sharing economy BMs?

• What are the opportunities for incumbent firms to utilize the advantages of the sharing

economy for sustainable competitive advantages, and how can these be identified?

• What is the (immediate and long-term) impact of COVID-19 on the sharing economy

and it BMs?

Digital technologies and sharing economy business models 

• Which digital technologies drive the sharing economy, and how?

• How are new digital technologies (e.g., Blockchain, IoT, Artificial Intelligence) related

to BMs in the sharing economy?



• How can digital platforms help to organize sharing economy BMs?

• What is the impact of organizational digital transformation on the emergence of sharing

economy BMs?

Sharing economy business models and sustainability 

• How do innovations in sharing economy BMs relate to economic, social, and

environmental sustainability?

• What are potential negative consequences of sharing economy BMs for sustainability and

how could these be mitigated?

• What are the consequences and actions of regulation of sharing economy BMs (such as for

Uber in Germany, eBay or Airbnb cities worldwide)?

• What may be alterative incentives to improve sustainability outcomes of sharing economy

BMs?

• How can sustainable BMs and BM innovations in the sharing economy be categorized?

How do these sustainable BMs create and capture value?

• How do sharing economy BMs enable or generate barriers for environmental and social

sustainability?
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