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A B S T R A C T

The sharing economy represents a form of governance that combines practices which facilitate social bonds and
economic transactions. Based on the understanding that enabling desired socio-economic relations between
individuals forms the core of the governance of sharing activities, this paper develops a conceptual framework
which shows how governance practices for sharing vary in terms of the weight given to social bonding devel-
opment and economic transaction facilitation. Drawing on literature from management, marketing, economics
and sociology as well as empirical studies on the sharing economy, this paper identifies the governance practices
to which sharing economy organizations resort to different degrees and in different ways to structure their
sharing activities. Potential contradictions and complementarities between governance practices are specified as
they can be an important source shaping the specific governance mix of sharing economy organizations. The
proposed framework contributes to a fine-grained understanding of the complexity of governance in the sharing
economy, it highlights the relevance of the interplay between the social and economic governance practices, and
it lays the foundation to empirically capture the governance mix of sharing economy organizations.

1. Introduction

Many organizations are now seen as being part of the sharing
economy, even if in their business models are vastly different
(Acquier, Daudigeos, & Pinkse, 2017; Mair & Reischauer, 2017). In
mobility, for example, the ride-hailing platform Uber and the ride-
sharing platform Skjutsgruppen are both considered sharing platforms,
but the former is a profit-oriented multinational corporation making
random connections between strangers while the latter is a local en-
vironmental movement in Sweden motivating people to become friends
and travel in groups for an equal share of the cost. Playing the role of
intermediaries, what both organizations have in common is that they
have built a business model around the creation of relationships be-
tween people on a Web 2.0-based platform and incentivize the ex-
change of a good or a service (Belk, 2014). Both organizations also face
the challenge of looking for ways to encourage users to participate in
their platform and to maintain a degree of trust between them so they
will continue doing so. A key difference, though, is the type of inter-
personal relationship they consider ideal to encourage user participa-
tion on their platform and create value. Moreover, they rely on different
governance practices ‘to encourage participation and to direct,

coordinate, and control interactions among individuals’ (Reischauer &
Mair, 2018, p. 221). While the governance of relationships between
users is a key feature of sharing platforms, the practices that sharing
economy organizations have adopted for this purpose vary widely
(Perren & Kozinets, 2018; Reischauer & Mair, 2018).

Governance is ‘the means by which to infuse order’ with the aim to
mitigate conflict and realize mutual gains (Williamson, 2005, p. 3). For
an organization, governance concerns the construction of relational
systems which provide structure to activities (Scott, 2013) and involves
practices that provide direction and control and manage relationships
between various stakeholders (Mair, Mayer, & Lutz, 2015). Governance
is a well-studied topic, but it has unique features in a sharing economy
context because value creation depends on the facilitation of interac-
tions between platform users that do not have a formal relation with the
sharing economy organization (Reischauer & Mair, 2018). As the or-
ganization is merely an intermediary connecting users, the potential
governance problems are immense because users who offer and users
who demand goods or services will only continue using the platform if
there is sufficient trust that their counterpart will deliver. To structure
sharing activities and build trust between users, some sharing economy
organizations put a stronger emphasis on building personal
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connections, fostering communities, and developing social norms of
interaction among individual users of a platform (Belk, 2014), while
other organizations focus more on contracting, pricing, and maximizing
the economic return for the users and the platform (Eckhardt &
Bardhi, 2015). Simply put, sharing economy organizations use specific
governance practices to facilitate two types of interpersonal relation-
ships – social bonding and economic transaction – that form the foun-
dation of how users interact on their platform. Although this duality has
been conceptualized before, reflected in sharing vs exchange
(Belk, 2007; Habibi, Kim, & Laroche, 2016), non-market vs market
(Eckhardt & Bardhi, 2016; Laurell & Sandström, 2017), and public vs
private (John, 2013), in what way specific governance practices facil-
itate social bonding and economic transaction, respectively, to direct,
coordinate and control individual actions and group activities is less
well understood.

The main objective of this paper is to conceptualize how organiza-
tional governance practices structure interpersonal relationships be-
tween users of sharing platforms and whether these practices are geared
more towards developing social bonds or towards generating economic
transactions. Based on theoretical insights from management, mar-
keting, economics and sociology as well as the empirical sharing
economy literature from across disciplines, we propose a conceptual
framework that identifies the practices that sharing economy organi-
zations can resort to, to govern how users interact when sharing goods
or services on their platform. Our framework distinguishes between
governance practices in terms of their motivational, interactional, and
institutional dimension and the relative emphasis put on facilitating
social bonds or economic transactions. Our aim is not only to identify
specific governance practices but also to analyse the interplay between
the practices in a governance mix. We conceptualize potential com-
plementarities and contradictions between practices when used jointly
in a governance mix.

With our paper, we seek to make several contibutions to the sharing
economy literature. Our framework provides a fine-grained insight into
the nature of and the interplay between the governance practices that
sharing economy organizations use to facilitate social bonds and eco-
nomic transactions. In doing so, we move beyond the simple dichotomy
of pure sharing and pure exchange (Belk, 2007; Habibi et al., 2016) and
show which governance practices form the basis for building the type of
interpersonal relationship sharing economy organizations rely on to
encourage user participation on their platform. With our framework we
lay the foundation to empirically capture the governance practices that
sharing economy organizations use. Moreover, we show which prac-
tices are more likely to be used jointly in a governance mix because
they are complementary, and which seem mutually exclusive because
they are in contradiction with each other. We thus provide insight into
the stability of specific governance mixes and the extent to which there
seems to be alignment between the purpose and the governance of
sharing platforms. Gaining a deeper understanding of how sharing ac-
tivities are governed is important as it shows to what extent sharing
economy organizations try to deliver on the promise of ‘new forms of
collaboration, solidarity and social bonding’ or instead just ‘recreate the
inequalities of the capitalist markets, but in different ways’
(Acquier et al., 2017, p. 2; Benkler, 2017; Schor, Fitzmaurice, Carfagna,
Attwood-Charles, & Poteat, 2016). Our framework explains why so
many views exist with regard to the promises and paradoxes of orga-
nizing the sharing economy (Acquier et al., 2017; Murillo, Buckland, &
Val, 2017).

2. Setting the boundary of the sharing economy

The ‘sharing economy’ as a term became popular after the emer-
gence of the eye-catching cases of Uber and Airbnb around 2013. Its
content has vastly expanded since then with the re-inclusion of more
traditional sharing activities and the business model innovations of
platform organizations which adopt diversified practices of combining

the social elements of ‘sharing’ and the market elements of ‘economy.’
There is a large diversity in the types of organizations that are asso-
ciated with the sharing economy and definitions tend to diverge
(Acquier et al., 2017). According to Gerwe and Silva (2020), defini-
tional debates revolve around three issues: 1) the boundaries, i.e.,
which organizations belong to the sharing economy; 2) the tensions
between social, community-related elements and economic, market-
related elements; and 3) what assets are shared, i.e., physical and/or
human assets. Ambiguities also exist around whether the shared re-
sources should be underutilized (Botsman, 2013; Muñoz &
Cohen, 2017), whether the assets need to be totally privately owned
(Frenken, Meelen, Arets, & Van de Glind, May 2015), and whether the
process could involve the transfer of ownership or commercial activities
(Frenken et al., May 2015; Hamari, Sjoklint, & Ukkonen, 2016). Defi-
nitions will continue to evolve as organizations in this space will keep
changing their ‘sharing’ activities. For example, while many platforms
started out relying on underutilized assets and facilitating peer-to-peer
transactions, some are already moving away from this (Gerwe &
Silva, 2020).

Since we seek to explain the variety of organizational governance
practices across platforms we adopt a fairly broad definition of the
sharing economy. Following Gerwe and Silva (2020, p. 71), we consider
‘the sharing economy broadly as a socioeconomic system that allows
peers to grant temporary access to their underutilized physical and
human assets through online platforms’. This definition fits our view of
the sharing economy as we see it as a confluence of for-profit and non-
profit organizations. It allows us to compare rather different platforms
and their governance practices which aim to develop social bonds or
generate economic transactions. Moreover, the definition includes
platforms that share physical assets, human assets, or both. As we will
explain in Section 5, we expect the nature of the assets to be related to
the ways in which sharing platforms govern interpersonal relationships
between users. While this definition comprises a wide variety of plat-
forms, designing and developing effective strategies, approaches, and
technical infrastructures to govern the interpersonal relationship and
create value have become an important focus for all of them
(BlaBlaCar, 2018; Perren & Kozinets, 2018; Reischauer & Mair, 2018).

3. Governance practices to manage interpersonal relationships in
the sharing economy

In this paper, we adopt an institutional perspective on governance
which proposes that an organization's governance practices craft order
and bring structure to organizational activities (Williamson, 2005) and
provide the stimuli, resources, guidelines, and constraints for individual
actions and actors (Scott, 2013). The infusion and maintenance of order
and structure involve providing proper incentives, shaping human in-
teraction, and forming shared values, norms and rules for key actors
(Scott, 2013). An institutional perspective thus considers the govern-
ance of interpersonal relations as having a motivational, interactional,
and institutional dimension that work together in bringing order and
structure to organizational activities. Order and structure can be de-
livered and achieved through the use of symbolic systems such as in-
terpretation and framing, the building of social ties and interaction
modes of different characteristics, the emergence of activity routines,
and the creation of artifacts such as technical tools, all to shape in-
dividual perception and bring about repetitive modes of individual
action (Giddens, 1997; Scott, 2013). Hence, governance contains ele-
ments of social bonding and economic transaction which have long
been identified as co-existing modes to manage interpersonal relations
in markets and society (Polanyi, 1957; Zelizer, 2012), also beyond a
sharing economy context.

Social bonding refers to an individual's social ties which can differ in
terms of strength and binding force. The discussion of people's moti-
vation to build social bonds in the community can be traced back to the
intuitive ‘conscience’ and natural will that Tönnies (1887/2001)
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proposed. This intuitive conscience and natural will comes from the
desire for pleasure, as well as the shared experience and memory of
pleasure, in contrast to the ‘self-consciousness’, calculative and rational-
choice-making will, which has widely been identified in economic
transactions in the market. With regard to the interaction form in social
bonding, Granovetter (1973, p. 1361) defines the ‘strength’ of a positive
and symmetric interpersonal tie as ‘a (probably linear) combination of
the amount of time, the emotional intensity, the intimacy (mutual
confiding), and the reciprocal services which characterise the tie.’ So,
social bonding, in a positive and symmetric sense, not only implies
sufficient interpersonal interaction but also involves reciprocity, emo-
tion, and intimacy. In terms of its institutional foundation,
Hirschi (1969) uses ‘social bonds’ to refer to individuals’ binding ties
with families, schools, workplaces or communities. The stronger a
person's social bonds, the less likely they will conduct deviant behavior
(Hirschi, 1969). Social bonds not only denote stronger ties between
people but also infuse individuals with the values and norms of the
group or society they are in, working as an important mechanism to
guide and discipline individual actions. Social consensus and norms
produced and reproduced in individual and collective activities provide
stability and meaning to the working of social bonding (Tönnies, 1887/
2001).

An economic transaction is the relationship of trading, exchanging
and contracting between two or more parties in the market
(Williamson, 1979). Involved parties are motivated to act upon the
rational calculation of financial gains and costs (Tönnies, 1887/2001;
Weintraub, 2007). In the neoclassical market, pricing is considered as
the most important mechanism in the operation of economic transac-
tions (Weintraub, 2007), while New Institutional Economics empha-
sizes the importance of contract designs and laws instead
(Williamson, 1979, 1985). Ex-post institutions such as vertical in-
tegration and assurance instruments could be adopted to complement
or substitute for contracts to economize on transaction costs
(Williamson, 1979, 1985). So, in an economic transaction, with in-
volved parties acting based on calculative rationality of costs and
benefits, the exchange happens mainly through price signals, con-
tracting and assurance instruments to safeguard the transactions. Pri-
cing, contracting, and assurance instruments form the institutional
basis to structure interpersonal relationships between market partici-
pants that exchange goods and services.

In line with this institutional perspective on governance
(Scott, 2013) and to identify the governance practices that sharing
economy organizations can resort to, we propose three dimensions
which constitute the foundation of initiating and sustaining social
bonds and economic transactions: a motivational dimension which re-
flects and promotes the compatible incentives of key actors to interact;
an interactional dimension which facilitates the appropriate form of in-
terpersonal interaction; and an institutional dimension which establishes
the compatible rules, norms, and alternative control mechanisms that
provide stability to the interpersonal relationships. Driven and sup-
ported by distinct cognitive, behavioral and institutional bases, devel-
oping social bonding and facilitating economic transaction are distinct
along the three dimensions (see Table 1). We posit that social bonding
development contains a motivational dimension of shared desire and
experience for pleasure, sociality, and communal support; an interactional
dimension of reciprocal interactions and binding sentiment; and an

institutional dimension of social consensus and norms. In contrast, eco-
nomic transaction facilitation includes a motivational dimension of
pursuing profitability and efficiency; an interactional dimension of im-
mediate and calculative interactions; and an institutional dimension of
contracts and control mechanisms including sanctions and assurances.

While we present the governance practices that facilitate social
bonding and economic transactions as a clear-cut dichotomy, they are
ideal types that form the endpoints of a continuum (Doty &
Glick, 1994). In practice, sharing platforms exhibit a more complex mix
of governance practices to manage interpersonal relations
(Zelizer, 1988, 2012). Moreover, large organizations like Uber and
Airbnb are not homogenous units (Lutz & Newlands, 2018). They tend
to offer various different sharing options on the same platform or op-
erate several platforms across sectors such as UberEats and Airbnb
Experiences. Given the differences in their specific offerings and market
context, these organizations will resort to a different mix of governance
practices for each of their sharing options or platforms. For example, in
the case of Airbnb, whether users opt for a shared room, private room,
or entire home will have implications for their motivation to make use
of the service, the expected interaction with other platform users, and
the need for control mechanisms. While the shared room option is more
likely to rely on social bonding, it also requires stricter practices to
handle trust issues as people feel more vulnerable (Lutz &
Newlands, 2018).

In their role as intermediaries, sharing economy organizations exert
influence on the ways in which participants engage in sharing plat-
forms. They utilize the underlying symbolic systems, featured interac-
tion modes, activity routines, and technical objects of social as well as
economic practices to different degrees (Sundararajan, 2016) and they
combine them in different ways (Mair & Reischauer, 2017). Recent
evidence shows that sharing economy organizations strategically design
their governance practices and ‘[e]ach of these practices encompasses
activities to encourage participation and to direct, coordinate, and
control interactions’ (Reischauer & Mair, 2018, p. 221). Hence, they
purposefully use these practices to make sure that specific types of
social and economic relationships develop between users.

The co-existence and interplay of social and economic governance
practices to direct, coordinate and control interpersonal relationship
development in the sharing economy can be observed from how orga-
nizations articulate the definitions of the relationship between in-
dividual participants in different ways. Many sharing economy orga-
nizations assume or define the relationship between users as
‘contractual’; the activities they conduct are ‘transactions’ in the legal
sense. In its terms and conditions, AirBnB states, for example:

When Members make or accept a booking, they are entering into a
contract directly with each other. Airbnb is not and does not become a
party to or other participant in any contractual relationship between
Members, nor is Airbnb a real estate broker or insurer.1

Nonetheless, Airbnb co-founder Joe Gebbia argued that the promise
of building up social relationships forms a key component which they
deliberately designed into their platform:

Table 1.
Governance practices to facilitate social bonds and economic transactions.

Interpersonal relationship development

Dimension Social bonds Economic transactions

Motivational Shared desire and experience for pleasure, sociality and communal support Pursuing profitability and efficiency
Interactional Reciprocal interaction and binding sentiment Immediate and calculative interaction
Institutional Social consensus and norms Contracts and control mechanisms including sanctions and assurances

1 Airbnb (2020), Terms of Service for European Users, Retrieved 22 January
2020, from https://www.airbnb.co.uk/terms.
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How do we design for just the right amount of (personal information)
disclosure (in the interpersonal communication process)? We use the size
of the box to suggest the right length, and we guide them with prompts to
encourage sharing. We bet our whole company on the hope that, with the
right design, people would be willing to overcome the stranger-danger
bias. [...] How do sharing and transactions go together? So, let's be clear,
it is about commerce. But if you just called it the rental economy, it
would be incomplete. The sharing economy is commerce with the promise
of human connection. People share part of themselves, and that changes
everything.2

There are also organizations which describe the relationship be-
tween their users as ‘communal’ and ‘social’; community activities and
personal interactions form part of the exchange process. For example,
Frédéric Mazzella, Founder and CEO of BlaBlaCar, emphasized that
their business starts with building community and economic gains only
follow from this activity:

I don't feel any kind of special pressure regarding that [the high ex-
pectation for a unicorn to create value], because we know that we are
still only scratching the surface of what's possible in terms of optimiza-
tion. We know that along the way we're building a community where
people help each other and that's the most important. And then evalua-
tions or the financial pressures are just something which goes with the
development of the activity but it's not the core of the business we are
building. The core of the business we're building is a community in 22
countries where people are able to share the cost together.3

Still, as Love Home Swap-founder Debbie Wosskow explained, even
for community-oriented platforms the economic component remains
important as well:

So, to 150,000 homes we are not Airbnb and to that extent we won't ever
be Airbnb, in that we are all about building a community in a club. It's
not just a purely transactional holiday-based website; it's a community of
homeowners. […] There are two sides of the sharing economy: there's the
money end of things, so are you making money and saving money. And
there's the experience. And all data demonstrates that those two are of
equal importance.4

Moreover, it is not uncommon for sharing economy organizations to
deliver the interpersonal relationship between participants in obscure
terms, or demonstrate it as ‘contractual’ in legal statements while
highlighting the ‘communal’ nature in other public spaces, e.g. in the
forum or the blog, thus ascribing to both discourses without treating
them as contradictory. For example, HomeExchange hosts "Members
only" Facebook groups to let travelers build social relationships with
each other.5

To explain how different sharing economy organizations design, ef-
fectuate, and balance governance practices and leverage them in distinct
ways, we unpack the specific governance practices that deliver the re-
spective outcomes of forming social bonds and economic transactions on
the motivational, interactional, and institutional dimensions. We develop
our framework based on theoretical insights from a multidisciplinary body
of literature from management, marketing, economics, and sociology. We
theoretically explain how governance practices in terms of their different
motivations, interaction forms, underlying values, norms and rules

facilitate social bonding and economic transaction. In addition, we present
insights from previously published empirical research on the sharing
economy to capture the salient approaches that (1) are observed as being
adopted by sharing economy organizations to enable and manage inter-
personal relationships and (2) are associated with the respective motiva-
tional, interactional, and institutional foundations of social bonds and
economic transactions. With this analytical approach, we identify six
governance practices that exhibit key differences between the two ideal
types of social bonding development and economic transaction facilitation
(see Table 2).

4. Contrasting social bonding development and economic
transaction facilitation in governance practices of sharing
platforms

4.1. The motivational dimension

To incentivize people to engage in sharing activities, sharing
economy organizations’ governance on the motivational dimension is
realized mainly through the use of symbolic systems to shape in-
dividuals’ perception on the organization and its sharing activities.
Specifically, the two governance practices in which social bonding
development and economic transaction facilitation differ on the moti-
vational dimension include the demonstration of organizational iden-
tity and specific offerings to individual participants.

4.1.1. Signaling of organizational identity
Whether a sharing economy organization gives more weight to the

formation of social bonds or to facilitating economic transactions first
comes to the fore in its identity. An organization's identity describes
‘Who are we’ ‘What businesses are we in’, and ‘What do we want to be’,
and conveys the central, enduring, and distinctive components of an
organization (Albert & Whetten, 2004). The identity directs how an
organization allocates resources and implements strategies to meet
commitments and it guides individual actions within the organization
(Whetten, 2016). Usually communicated through its core goals, mis-
sion, or business storytelling, the demonstration of organizational
identity sends signals to stakeholders outside the organization and
shapes its image (Whetten, 2016). The identity is a strategic device,
though, that is used to create a favorable image of the organization
(Gioia, Schultz, & Corley, 2000). Organizations could develop an
identity that sits well with strategically relevant stakeholders but might
not be fully congruent with their deeply held values and objectives.
While sharing economy organizations commonly claim both social and
economic objectives, an organization's signaling of its central goal and
role, i.e. whether they are socially or commercially focused, has a
strong bearing on its business model and self-representation
(Schor, October 2014; Wruk, Oberg, Klutt, & Maurer, 2019). It sends a
message to the public about what type of user relationship the orga-
nization plans to build, how it organizes the exchange process, and how
it invests resources and makes revenues in this process
(Constantiou, Marton, & Tuunainen, 2017), which all contribute to
people's consistent or inconsistent perception of the organization's
claimed values and practices (Whetten, 2016).

Legal status reflects the general difference in sharing economy or-
ganizations’ identities. The sharing economy encompasses for-profit
businesses, social enterprises, and non-profit organizations. Typically,
sharing economy organizations which have a more enduring focus on
revenue maximization, market share and assets register as for-profit
businesses (Schor, October 2014). Uber, for example, portrays itself as a
technology start-up that creates a new standard for consumer con-
venience, brings in disruptive innovation,6 and supports self-

2 TED (2016), How Airbnb designs for trust, Retrieved 22 January 2020, from
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=16cM-RFid9U.

3 An interview with Frédéric Mazzella, Founder and CEO of BlaBlaCar (2016),
Retrieved 9 April 2020, from https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=
huvhJXSmUmw

4 Thomson Reuters/Cass Business School (2016), Trust in the sharing
economy, Retrieved 22 January 2020, from https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=H9TVSbWUusw.

5 HomeExchange (2020), The HomeExchange Membership, Retrieved 22
January 2020, from https://www.homeexchange.com/choose-plan.

6 Uber Technologies, Inc. - A letter from our CEO. (2019). Uber.com. Retrieved
17 December 2019, from https://investor.uber.com/a-letter-from-our-ceo/?_
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employment.7 Algorithm development is a key investment for Uber to
connect drivers and passengers and achieve higher exchange efficiency
and profitability. It achieves its commercial objective by charging ser-
vice fees from drivers and passengers and by adopting a surge pricing
system. Uber's identity as a technology company is strategic, as it allows
them to avoid having to comply with all kinds of regulations that apply
to transportation companies.8 And, while Uber and Airbnb have both
been engaged in community-building initiatives among their users, the
underlying motive was the furthering of their commercial objectives.
For example, both organizations mobilized their users in US cities such
as San Francisco and Portland to lobby regulators to prevent any re-
strictions for the use of their platforms. They did not bring together
users for social bonding purposes but for their own political benefit
(Pollman & Barry, 2016).

In contrast, non-profit organizations, and to a lesser extent social
enterprises, explicitly target delivering social objectives related to the
improvement of human relations and social wellbeing, provide services
with little requirement for a fee, invest more in community manage-
ment, and involve fewer monetary exchanges between participating
individuals (Albinsson & Perera, 2012; McArthur, 2015). These prac-
tices send the signal to participants that social value is a focus of the
exchange designed by the organization and influence their perception
of the organization (Porter & Donthu, 2008). For instance, the non-
profit Swedish ridesharing platform Skjutsgruppen defines itself as an
environmental movement. It encourages donations from users but re-
quires no compulsory fee. Upcoming trips are posted in groups and
shared fees are agreed between drivers and riders. Active in-group
conversations are strongly promoted to strengthen social bonds be-
tween participants based on the shared environmental value as well as
improve the sharing experience.9

Therefore, we submit that a stronger signaling of a socially focused
identity is a primary reflection of its inclination to highlight social

bonding development in its governance of interpersonal relations. It
shapes the organization's choices of the basic exchange mode, resource
allocation strategy, and revenue-making channel and signals its po-
tential investment in social value to individual participants. In contrast,
a stronger signaling of a commercially focused identity reflects an
emphasis on economic transaction facilitation.

4.1.2. Promoting specific offerings to individual participants
The second governance element within the motivational dimension

concerns what kind of offering a sharing economy organization pro-
motes to motivate individual participants to participate in sharing on
their platform. The offering conveys what will be the perceived benefit
for people participating in the sharing activities that the organization
facilitates. While the signaling of organizational identity tends to shape
individuals’ perception of the general orientation and public image of
the sharing economy organization; the specific offerings show what
assured benefits people can expect by engaging in the type of sharing
relationship the organization develops. By specifying the payback for
individuals who take part in sharing and presenting testimonials and
experiences of existing participants, sharing economy organizations
create direct incentives for people to participate. Compared to identity,
promoting specific offerings forms a more concrete and direct stimu-
lation to motivate people to participate in sharing as it conveys the
message “What is in it for them?”.

People are motivated to participate in building social bonds for the
pleasure they bring, the shared experience, as well as the pursuit for
mutual support and community cohesion. In contrast, the expectation
for financial gains and efficiency maximization incentivizes people to
conduct economic transactions (Tönnies, 1887/2001). In social psy-
chology, self-regard and reciprocity are viewed as two core personal
traits concerning cooperative actions (Bogaert, Boone, & Declerck,
2008). Individuals with the former trait tend to maximize their personal
payoffs (Fehr & Gintis, 2007), while those with the latter trait attach
great importance to the payoffs for both themselves and others, as well
as reciprocal fairness (De Cremer & Van Lange, 2001) and equity
(Bridoux, Coeurderoy, & Durand, 2011).

By motivating individual participants with the right benefits,
sharing economy organizations can increase the possibility of gen-
erating the desired type of relationship between participants. Widely
evidenced by sharing economy research, economic benefits – typically
the functional and utilitarian performance of the shared resources
(Sheth, Newman, & Gross, 1991), such as quality, convenience, price,
and monetary payback – serve as a significant motivator for people to

Table 2.
Governance practices of sharing platforms: A conceptual framework.

Interpersonal relationship development

Dimension Practice Social bonds Economic transactions

Motivational Signaling of organizational
identity

Stronger signaling of socially focused identity reflects
the inclination to highlight social bonding development

Stronger signaling of commercially focused identity reflects
the inclination to highlight economic transaction facilitation

Promoting specific offerings to
individual participants

Stronger promotion of social benefits indicates the
attempt to align individual motive and behavior with
social bonding development

Stronger promotion of economic benefits indicates the
attempt to align individual motive and behavior with
economic transaction facilitation

Interactional Creating opportunities for
repeated interpersonal
interaction

Creating more opportunities for repeated interaction
refers more to social bonding development

Creating fewer opportunities for repeated interaction refers
more to economic transaction facilitation

Creating opportunities for
unmediated co-presence

Creating more opportunities for unmediated co-
presence shows a stronger focus on social bonding
development

Creating fewer opportunities for unmediated co-presence
shows a stronger focus on economic transaction facilitation

Institutional Developing central rules and
norms of sharing activities

Stronger development of communal norms and shared
experiences shows the tendency and is a more
compatible way of forming social bonds

Stronger development of contractual arrangements and
sanctions reveals the tendency and is a more compatible way
of driving economic transaction

Providing intensive assurance
instruments

Weaker provision of intensive assurance instruments
aligns better with social bonding development

Stronger provision of intensive assurance instruments aligns
better with economic transaction facilitation

Governance style ‘Loose and decentralized’ ‘Tight and centralized’

(footnote continued)
ga=2.127271181.1642215352.1576610802-1824535341.1575665538

7 Become a Driver - 3 Things to Know About Driving | Uber. (2019). Uber.com.
Retrieved 9 December 2019, from https://www.uber.com/us/en/drive/how-it-
works/

8 A transport service or a tech company? Uber's future is uncertain. Retrieved 8
April 2020, from https://www.smartcompany.com.au/industries/transport-
logistics/uber-london-ban/

9 Skjutsgruppen. (2019). Old.skjutsgruppen.nu. Retrieved 9 December 2019,
from http://old.skjutsgruppen.nu/about_us
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engage in sharing (Barnes & Mattsson, 2017; Benkler, 2004;
Bucher, Fieseler, & Lutz, 2016; Hamari et al., 2016; Lamberton &
Rose, 2012). Yet, social benefits are also a prominent incentive in the
sharing economy (Benkler, 2017). They have a strong association with
people's social and affective demands of human connection, feeling of
pleasure and belonging, or emotional support and communication
(Sheth et al., 1991), especially where people seek a sense of community
(Barnes & Mattsson, 2017), want to build durable ties (Wiertz &
Ruyter, 2007), or are influenced by moral boundaries and class in-
equality (Aptekar, 2016). The stronger the members’ incentives for
social benefits, the more likely they will behave reciprocally and build
enduring ties with their sharing counterparts (Roos & Hahn, 2017).
Besides the two most prominent types of benefits, other motivations,
such as the pursuit of environmental sustainability or novelty, can be
attached or supportive to either economic or social incentives, de-
pending on the interpretation and condition of the specific sharing
economy organization. In the discourse of Didi Chuxing, for example,
environmental sustainability is linked with functional value, i.e. im-
proving transportation alternatives and efficiency.10

Specifically, sharing economy organizations’ promotion of specific
benefits to stimulate the compatibility of individual incentives could
take effect in two ways. On the one hand, by promising participants
explicit economic or social benefits, they attract people who applaud
the same value and are more likely to form transactional or bonded
relations with each other and reinforce the expected behaviors
(Bridoux et al., 2011; Porter & Donthu, 2008). BlaBlaCar's advertising
of saving money and making extra money represents the former, while
its promotion of building friendships via carpooling shows the latter.11

On the other hand, by taking measures to constrain people's profit-
making motives, some organizations intend to filter out those partici-
pants driven by strong commercial incentives and create an environ-
ment that allows social bonds to develop (Kyprianou, 2018). Share-
yourmeal's prohibition of commercial caterers and restaurants reflects
this approach. Technical tools with a constraining effect on individuals’
commercial incentives and activities – e.g. a virtual currency where the
organization decides the exchange rate based on egalitarian notions
(Schor & Fitzmaurice, 2015) – have also been adopted by the sharing
platforms Economy of Hours and BookMooch.

Thus, a sharing economy organization's promotion of stronger social
benefits to stimulate individual participants – including promises to
deliver social benefits and measures to constrain commercial incentives
– is an important indication of an organization's attempt to align in-
dividual motives and behavior with social bonding development, while
the stimulation with stronger economic benefits reflects the organiza-
tion's tendency to drive economic transaction.

4.2. The interactional dimension

The facilitation of the appropriate interaction mode between in-
dividual participants is effectuated by promoting and routinizing
compatible interactive behaviors and activities among people. The de-
sign of technical infrastructures such as platform features, mediated
communication tools, and the delivery of symbolic meanings also play
significant parts in advancing this procedure. The two governance
practices in which social bonding development and economic transac-
tion facilitation differ on the interactional dimension refer to how the
frequency and the media of interpersonal interaction are managed.

4.2.1. Creating opportunities for repeated interpersonal interaction
The third governance practice captures to what extent a sharing

economy organization creates a context that facilitates repeated inter-
action between participating individuals, regardless of whether the
interaction is mediated or unmediated. The amount of time people
spend interacting, which is widely operationalized as the frequency of
meeting, is a major contributing factor to the strength of an inter-
personal tie (Granovetter, 1973; Krackhardt, 1992). Repeated interac-
tion can also contribute to market transactions, not only by delivering
more reliable and qualitative information about pricing (Powell, 1990),
but also by generating trust between people (Kramer, 1999;
Zucker, 1986), discouraging malfeasance, and developing long-term
cooperation (Granovetter, 1985). With the advancement of information
and communication technology, mediated communication via tele-
phone, email, social media and other devices is widely adopted in in-
terpersonal interaction. These technologies, which are usually in-
tegrated into sharing economy platforms, make frequent, remote
communication feasible and help overcome spatial obstacles of inter-
action (Licoppe, 2004).

Creating opportunities for repeated interaction between individuals,
either mediated or face-to-face, is a strong focus of many platform or-
ganizations to enable social bonding, including the sharing economy
(Kraut & Resnick, 2012; Porter & Donthu, 2008; Reischauer &
Mair, 2018). A common approach is promoting meet-ups and events
next to the focal exchanges, organized either by the organization or the
users themselves (Reischauer & Mair, 2018). For example, Couchsurfers
who share spare living spaces with each other can also join regular
meet-ups and events organized by other Couchsurfers in their local
communities.12 Although freelancers on Fiverr.com offer digital ser-
vices, the platform is active in arranging offline resources, education,
and networking events for members located in different cities around
the world.13 However, as the failure of Homejoy – a platform for
cleaning services – shows, there is a risk of allowing offline interactions
between users because once social relationships have developed, they
no longer need the platform to connect.14 In a mediated manner, de-
veloping platform communication tools like messages and features such
as ‘Follow’, ‘Friend’ and ‘Group’ is another way to promote repeated
interaction (Reischauer & Mair, 2018). On Didi Hitchhike and Dida
Carpool, drivers and riders can keep in touch and carpool repeatedly
with the mobile application feature ‘Follow’ and ‘My Friends.’ In the
book-swapping network BookMooch, members can add each other as
‘Friends’ and know what their friends, or friends of friends, are col-
lecting and reading.15

Not only is repeated interaction essential to building stronger social
ties, its symbolic meaning is in highlighting tie strength and bringing in
more contacts. Representing individual trustworthiness and reputation,
frequency of interaction works as an indicator of relationship strength
on many sharing platforms. A case in point is the pet-sitting platform
Rover.com, which displays the number of repeat clients on the sitter
profile to show the reliability of the pet sitter,16 while on Couchsurfing
the number of ‘friends’ reveals that a Couchsurfer is welcoming and
trustworthy to connect with.17 However, when a platform plays a
dominant role in the resource-searching-and-matching process, the
chance of interacting and building connections between participants is

10 Social Responsibility – Didi Chuxing. (2019). Didiglobal.com. Retrieved 7
December 2019, from https://www.didiglobal.com/about-didi/responsibility

11 About Us - BlaBlaCar. (2018). Blablacar.com. Retrieved 16 March 2018,
from https://blog.blablacar.com/about-us

12 Couchsurfing. (2019). Couchsurfing.com. Retrieved 9 December 2019, from
https://www.couchsurfing.com/events

13 Fiverr Events. (2020). Fiverr.com. Retrieved 15 January 2020, from https://
www.eventbrite.com/o/fiverr-4664044361

14 The limits of Uberization: How far can platforms go? (2016) Retrieved 23
January 2020, from https://www.oii.ox.ac.uk/blog/the-limits-of-uberization-
how-far-can-platforms-go/.

15 Interview with BookMooch founder John Buckman. (2019). Bookmooch.com.
Retrieved 9 December 2019, from http://bookmooch.com/about/interview

16 Information is based on the sitter profiles on the Rover.com website on 9
December 2019.

17 Information is based on the user profiles on the Couchsurfing website on 9
December 2019.
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minor (Bardhi & Eckhardt, 2012; Kyprianou, 2018). In ride-hailing
services such as UberX and UberPool of Uber or Didi Express of Didi
Chuxing, where drivers and passengers are randomly matched by al-
gorithms, interpersonal interaction is usually one-off and the chance for
social bonding is limited. But for those carpooling models where the
passenger searches and negotiates with the driver, e.g. Skjutsgruppen or
Didi Hitchhiking of Didi Chuxing, the chance of repeated interaction is
relatively higher.

How strongly repeated interpersonal interaction is stimulated dif-
ferentiates the governance of sharing activities between organizations.
We posit that a sharing economy organization which creates more op-
portunities for repeated interpersonal interaction can be seen as aiming
for stronger social bonding development, whereas an organization
creating fewer opportunities for repeated interpersonal interaction de-
pends more on facilitating economic transaction to govern sharing ac-
tivities.

4.2.2. Creating opportunities for unmediated co-presence
The fourth practice on which sharing economy organizations’ gov-

ernance varies concerns the degree of creating opportunities for un-
mediated co-presence between participants, which refers to face-to-face
interaction between individuals (Goffman, 2005). The popularity of
various forms of mediated communication, e.g. telephone, email,
messaging system, video call, social media, adds to the frequency of
distant interpersonal interaction. Research shows, however, that face-
to-face interaction still plays a vital role for high-quality relationships.
Mediated communication tends to complement rather than substitute
face-to-face interaction in terms of building social relations (Altman &
Tushman, 2017). Mutual attentiveness and social involvement are more
spontaneously formed in face-to-face interaction. Multiple carriers –
verbal or nonverbal – are available in physical co-presence to deliver
intricate information (Giddens, 1997; Goffman, 1990). Visual and
nonverbal behavior, such as facial expressions, body movements and
postures, eye contacts and gestures, are social cues that affect how an
individual perceives, interprets and evaluates others, which in turn
relates to whether they want to continue the interaction
(Bente, Rüggenberg, Krämer, & Eschenburg, 2008). Technologies deli-
vering visual and nonverbal content are beneficial for social tasks for
which feelings, emotions and social attitudes are important. A lack of
visual content tends to deliver less interpersonal information and to
make the interaction impersonal (Whittaker, 2003). Although face-to-
face interaction is not a determinant of social bonding, it orchestrates
this process with fewer restraints than mediated communication tools
that are less interactive and more impersonal.

In the sharing economy context, face-to-face interaction, verbalized
into ‘meeting’, ‘chatting’, ‘sharing moments’, ‘welcoming guests’, and
other discourses, is highlighted to varying degrees. It is not only
strongly encouraged but also normed in certain ways by many sharing
economy organizations, e.g. offline meet-ups, events, and meeting
conventions (Albinsson & Perera, 2012; Reischauer & Mair, 2018). For
example, diversified face-to-face occasions and interactions between
the guests, as well as between the guests and the chef, is what distin-
guishes Eatwith from traditional dining experiences.18 By contrast,
there are platforms which base their sharing activities completely on
online interaction and platform mediation (Bardhi & Eckhardt, 2012).
Some platforms tend to overlook face-to-face interaction or even ex-
plicitly oppose it. On the Indian ridesharing platform Ola, riders and
drivers are expected not to share personal information but ‘maintain
decorum and refrain from indulging in heated discussions or debate(s)
with each other’ and ‘avoid getting personal or overtly friendly with

each other.’19 Considering this negative attitude towards face-to-face
interaction, social bonds are unlikely to develop.

Taking the current stage of the sharing economy into account, non-
interactive and asynchronous communication technologies such as
email, text and non-instant messaging systems are the major forms of
mediated communication between distant providers and demanders;
yet, face-to-face interaction still plays a significant role in sponta-
neously forming shared experiences and social bonds between in-
dividuals (Hughes, n.d.). Empirical evidence suggesting that positive
facial expression and perceived trustworthiness of hosts’ photos on
Airbnb affects guests’ decision-making supports the significance of the
quasi-presence of the ‘face’ in establishing visual-based trust in the
sharing economy (Ert et al., 2016; Fagerstrøm et al., 2017). Some
sharing economy organizations strongly promote face-to-face interac-
tion between participants, whereas others value flexibility and privacy
over sociality, playing down or even opposing face-to-face interaction.
Hence, we argue that sharing economy organizations which enable
unmediated co-presence and more opportunities for non-verbal com-
munication more strongly focus on developing social bonding, while
those mainly using mediated co-presence rely more on facilitating
economic transactions.

4.3. The institutional dimension

The institutional dimension concerns the rules, norms, and control
mechanisms that sharing economy organizations build up to provide
stability to individual actions. The formulation and enforcement of
systematic rules and norms establish the regulative and normative
structures of sharing activities (Scott, 2013), while sophisticated as-
surance instruments supported by platform technology are a major
control mechanism in the sharing economy. On this dimension, we
identify two governance practices that reflect the difference between
social bonding development and economic transaction facilitation, in-
cluding what type of constraining rules an organization establishes, and
whether it relies on assurance instruments to enforce the established
rules and control the sharing process.

4.3.1. Developing central rules and norms of sharing activities
The fifth governance practice concerns to what extent sharing

economy organizations rely on the underlying rules and norms of either
social bonding or economic transaction. The central institutions – that
is, the established normative and regulative structures that are used to
guide and control the behavior of actors (Scott, 2013) – tend to differ in
bonded and transactional relations. Mutual understanding or consensus
is reached by people when forming social bonds in the community
(Tönnies, 1887/2001). Informal constraints based on the social agree-
ment, such as reciprocal norms, social values, moral obligations and
sense of community, are institutionally essential to enable and sustain
interactions in social bonding, while formal constraints, including
contracts, laws, and sanctions, are more typical institutional structures
established to regulate transactions (Nooteboom, 2002; Powell, 1990;
Scott, 2013). North (1992, p. 46) describes the difference between in-
formal and formal constraints as ‘a continuum from taboos, customs,
and traditions at one end to written constitutions at the other.’ Informal
constraints tend to be oral, implicit and strengthened by social pressure,
while formal constraints are more likely in written form, explicit and
enforced by recognized authorities. Both types of constraint co-exist
and complement each other to facilitate cooperation and stability
(North, 1992).

The regulative function of formal rules, binding contracts and
sanctions could contradict or even crowd-out the incentive of

18 Food Experiences With Locals Around The World | Eatwith. (2019).
Eatwith.com. Retrieved 9 December 2019, from https://www.eatwith.com/
pages/how-it-works

19 Olacabs | Terms of Service. (2019). Olacabs.com. Retrieved 9 December
2019, from https://olawebcdn.com/v1/docs/website-tnc.html?source=post_
page—————————
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developing social bonding (Granovetter, 1985). Introducing legal con-
tracts, sanctions, and surveillance can signal a lack of friendship
(Macaulay, 1963), affect participants’ perceptions on whether they are
making a business or an ethical decision (Tenbrunsel & Messick, 1999),
generate vigilance and impair the positive outcomes of trust
(Lumineau, 2014). While responding to reliability concerns, legalistic
mechanisms tend to neglect value-related concerns (Sitkin &
Roth, 1993). When binding contracts are applied to regulate coopera-
tion, the involved parties tend to attribute the cooperation of the
counterparts to the contractual constraints rather than to the counter-
parts themselves, making trust unlikely to develop (Malhotra &
Murnighan, 2002). Molm et al. (2000) and Cheshire et al. (2010) also
suggest that trust is less likely to develop in negotiated exchange with
explicit binding agreements rather than in reciprocal exchange without
such agreements. Therefore, formal contractual rules can limit signaling
goodwill and generating social reciprocity, thus making social bonds
difficult to develop. Conversely, informal and normative constraints
featured by binding expectations, morals, and social obligations usually
take time and effort to be agreed and internalized by people
(Scott, 2013).

In platform organizations including those that are part of the
sharing economy, it is common for organizations to integrate and bal-
ance both types of institutional constraints to regulate and structure
member behaviors (Sibai et al., 2015). For instance, the home-swapping
platform HomeExchange.com not only uses legal obligations and pe-
nalties to control members’ misconduct and cancellations but has also
developed ‘Community Guidelines’ and the ‘Home Exchange Etiquette’.20

Nonetheless, in terms of relative importance, some sharing economy
organizations more strongly promote informal constraints such as
community guidelines and help sites, expectations for appropriate
conducts and etiquette, as well as popularizing community notions,
experiences and icons in the platform blog (Acquier et al., 2017;
Albinsson & Perera, 2012), whereas others rely more on contractual
clauses and strict sanctions, e.g. Terms and Conditions, Privacy Policies,
or written agreements. Regarding the former, communal norms and
shared experiences aim to strengthen members’ interactions and gen-
erate a sense of community (Garrett, Spreitzer, & Bacevice, 2017).
Sharing economy organizations without a legal statement of any con-
tractual relationships, rights, obligations, and penalties also exist
(Hausemer et al., May 2017). For instance, WWOOF, which facilitates
the exchanges of farming labor and free accommodation, and Mama
Bake, which allows women to share home-made food, depend on
communal norms and shared experiences. For the latter, cases like Ola
and Uber in ride-hailing, Park On My Drive in space-sharing, and
ThredUp in goods-sharing, barely rely on explicitly formulated re-
ciprocal norms. They have instead established clear definitions and
comprehensive provisions on the contractual relation and sanctions
(Hausemer et al., May 2017).

A significant number of sharing economy organizations combine
formal and informal rules to establish appropriate conduct of partici-
pants but differ in terms of giving more weight to communal norms and
shared experiences or contractual arrangements and sanctions.
Consequently, we consider that having a stronger focus on developing
communal norms and shared experiences is more compatible with
forming social bonds, while a reliance on extensive contractual clauses
and stringent penalties may impede this process, thus revealing a
stronger tendency to drive economic transactions instead.

4.3.2. Providing intensive assurance instruments
The degree to which organizations provide intensive assurance in-

struments – e.g. verification, ratings and reviews, and monitoring

devices – is the sixth governance practice that we identify. Uncertainty
resulting from incomplete information and opportunism tends to limit
the effectiveness of ex-ante contracts (Akerlof, 1970;
Williamson, 1979). In addition to the formal contracts and sanctions,
alternative control mechanisms can be adopted to mitigate this situa-
tion (Williamson, 1985). As illustrated in Section 4.2.1, social bonds
developed through positive reciprocal interaction could fulfill this role
by exchanging tacit information to reduce information asymmetry
(Krackhardt, 1992; Powell, 1990) and by forming ‘a base of trust that
can reduce resistance and provide comfort in the face of uncertainty’
(Krackhardt, 1992, p. 218). In contrast, assurance instruments reduce
the exchange uncertainty and contribute to trust by managing in-
formation visibility (ter Huurne et al., 2017). Some platforms provide
tailored guarantee and insurance schemes to sharing participants, in-
creasing people's confidence and feeling of security by sharing the risk
with them. These assurances have become a prominent alternative
control mechanism for digital platforms to facilitate efficient exchanges
when no prior experience is available (Kramer, 1999;
Williamson, 1979; Zucker, 1986).

Trade-offs exist, however, between cooperation supported by as-
surance instruments and cooperation based on reciprocal interaction
(Cheshire, 2011; Cook et al., 2005). Cheshire (2011) proposes that even
though assurance instruments and reciprocal interaction can both lead
to cooperation, only through long-term interactions can bonded rela-
tions and interpersonal trust be generated. In the absence of reciprocal
interaction, one-off cooperation that depends on assurance instruments
is unlikely to turn into long-term relationships of trust and even bears
the risk of endangering or substituting trust. Since assurance instru-
ments have already reduced the uncertainty in exchanges, the need for
interpersonal trust, i.e. bonded relations, is undermined
(Cheshire, 2011; Cheshire et al., 2010). Although assurance instruments
can be efficient to connect people, the connection is largely founded on
the rational calculation between reduced risk and potential gain in an
environment where opportunism and distrust are presumed
(Williamson, 1979). Therefore, a strong reliance on assurance instru-
ments tends to substitute for rather than strengthen the trust relation-
ship (Nissenbaum, 2004).

In the sharing economy, different organizations either seek a bal-
ance between the implementation of assurance instruments and the
patient nurturing of positive reciprocal interaction or rely on one of
them. As risk generated by incomplete information and opportunism is
exceptionally high when private assets are exchanged among strangers,
sharing economy organizations have adopted various assurance in-
struments – such as rating and review systems of Airbnb and
Couchsurfing, monitoring and GPS tracking devices of Uber and
Getaround, and Host Guarantee of Airbnb and Love Home Swap – to
reduce information asymmetry and exchange uncertainty (Mauri et al.,
2018). With the rating and review system, users can obtain context-
based, tacit information about their counterparts before the sharing
process and evaluate if they are trustworthy without conducting direct
and repeated interactions. The 5-star rating system of Airbnb is more
quantified, standardized, and resembles hotel standards.21 In contrast,
Couchsurfing ‘s reference system is designed in a more qualitative and
personalized style. It is composed of three types of unstructured re-
views: Host References, Surfer References, and Personal References
(from friends on the platform or people met on other occasions).22 So,
the review system is not only a tool for delivering fine-grained and tacit
information about the shared resources but could be designed in a less
intensive and impersonal way of giving and receiving reciprocal feed-
back of personal experiences and social signals, which reflects the social

20 Home Exchange Etiquette. (2018). HomeExchange.com Retrieved 16 March 2018,
from https://homeexchange.zendesk.com/hc/en-us/articles/115004127725-Home-
Exchange-Etiquette

21 Information is based on the rating and review system of Airbnb on 16
March 2018.

22 Information is based on the rating and review system of Couchsurfing on 16
March 2018.
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orientation of the platform. Couchsurfing tries to reduce the quantita-
tive, impersonal and information-provision features of rating, enhan-
cing the feature of social reciprocity, as well as seeking a balance be-
tween genuine human interaction and exchange efficiency. Even so, the
study of Parigi and State (2014, November) on Couchsurfing shows that
while the online reputation system increases the amount of information
circulating on the platform, reduces exchange uncertainty and lets users
more easily connect, it also leads to a lower binding force of these
connections.

In contrast, for the cases which strongly focus on building stronger
ties between participants (e.g. Soup Swap, MamaBake), a review system
is rarely applied. A large amount of pre-existing reputational informa-
tion could even exert adverse effects on the highly pro-social and in-
timate interaction process. Instead of adopting intensive assurance in-
struments, these organizations depend on the dynamics of reciprocal
interaction, offline activities, and fixed groups and communities to
develop social norms and govern the sharing process. Although some
sharing economy organizations claim to develop trust between people
through reliable assurance systems (Newman & Antin, March 2016;
Ufford, February 2015), they are facilitating immediate cooperation
and reinforcing exchange security rather than building social relations
in a strict sense. Therefore, governing the sharing process by depending
on intensive assurance instruments and reducing the importance of
reciprocal interactions aligns better with economic transaction facil-
itation, while refraining from using intensive assurance instruments and
relying on reciprocal interaction seems more compatible with social
bonding development.

5. The interplay between governance practices in the governance
mix: complementarities and contradictions

Unpacking the governance practices that promote the identity and
incentives, facilitate the interaction forms, and establish the rules and
norms of sharing activities reveals the key differences between sharing
platforms. The different practices provide the ‘ingredients’ for a gov-
ernance mix; while the ‘chemical reactions’ – the interplay between
practices – caused by adding certain ‘ingredients’ make certain mixes
more or less stable. A governance mix that incorporates a highly com-
plementary set of practices is more likely to be implemented and sus-
tained. Yet, a governance mix with many contradictory practices is
much less likely to be adopted due to the high cost and risk of main-
taining it. Such a governance mix leads to considerable tensions and
creates an unstable sharing platform (Laurell & Sandström, 2017;
Murillo et al., 2017). In this section, we analyze how sharing economy
organizations combine these ‘ingredients’ of governance practices to
direct, coordinate and control sharing activities by specifying the po-
tential ‘chemical reactions’ occurring in the governance mix.

As Table 2 shows, when organizations govern their sharing activities
by consistently adopting practices that encourage developing social or
economic interpersonal relationships, they resemble an ideal type fully
geared either towards developing social bonds or economic transac-
tions. On the one end, there is the ideal type of loose and decentralized
governance (Bardhi & Eckhardt, 2012; Constantiou et al., 2017). Or-
ganizations govern sharing activities by establishing the core mission,
providing the basic platform infrastructure for connections between
users, setting up the general norm of interaction, while giving the users
the autonomy to manage the details of their exchanges. Platforms that
facilitate the sharing of physical assets are more likely to lean towards
loose and decentralized governance practices. As the physical asset can
already be made observable on the platform, the risk of not delivering
the service at the required standard is not so high. On the other end,
there is the ideal type of tight and centralized governance
(Constantiou et al., 2017). Organizations assume economic rationality
of individuals and govern the sharing process through binding

contracts, extensive assurance tools, and sanction systems. They not
only need to develop a complete technical infrastructure to efficiently
match supply and demand but also monitor, negotiate, and discipline
the users. Platforms that facilitate the sharing of human assets (i.e.,
skills) are more likely to rely on tight and centralized governance
practices. The quality of the human asset and the skills offered can be
rather opaque and difficult to make observable on the platform, so there
is a much higher risk of a below-par service delivery.

While the ideal types have internal coherence between their con-
stituent governance practices and bear the least risk of causing tensions
and an unstable governance mix, the sharing economy literature shows
that organizations tend to blend practices instead to create different
kinds of value (Acquier et al., 2017; Murillo et al., 2017). Platforms that
facilitate the sharing of human assets are not necessarily just using
practices for tight control. For example, Rover.com – a platform that
connects pet owners and pet sitters/walkers – combines a good chance
of repeated and face-to-face interaction with a fairly high reliance on
assurance instruments. It incorporates practices that simultaneously
encourage social bonding and economic transactions. There is a po-
tentially rich complexity when organizations orchestrate the practices
in line with their dual purpose of pursuing social and economic ob-
jectives (Constantiou et al., 2017). An interplay between practices
emerges that could be complementary or contradictory because they
represent different values, goals, and logics (Besharov & Smith, 2014;
Mair et al., 2015). The mix of governance practices will not be random
as some practices have a more natural fit than others. Yet, there can still
be a complementary fit between practices even when they encourage
different types of interpersonal relationships. And even if a mix of
practices creates tensions, some contradictions will be much stronger
than others or get intensified in certain contexts (Acquier et al., 2017).
In the following, we discuss a selection of interactions between gov-
ernance practices that create complementarities or contradictions and
present some illustrations from the sharing economy literature.

For the motivational dimension, signaling a socially-focused iden-
tity can be complementary to facilitating economic transactions be-
cause signaling a socially responsible image can bring in more resources
and attract consumers (Waddock & Graves, 1997). Likewise, presenting
a commercially focused identity that promises users financial in-
dependence gives an organization a better chance to attract investments
and improve platform infrastructure, which supports the social and
community activities between users. However, a mix of social and
commercial objectives could also set rather high requirements on
funding different operations and coordinating immediate and long-term
interests (et al., 2017) and obscure what is signaled to stakeholders
(Galaskiewicz & Barringer, 2012; Mair et al., 2015), thus leading to
contradictions that could hinder the development of economic trans-
actions or social bonds. A case in point is Couchsurfing's change in legal
status in 2011 from a non-profit to a ‘B Corporation’. The change sent
users the signal of a new, more balanced organizational identity, yet it
raised controversy about whether the platform could maintain invest-
ments in the high level of social interaction and norms in the commu-
nity (Baker, August 2011; Lapowsky, n.d.).

It is common for sharing economy organizations to offer both social
and economic benefits to attract participants with heterogeneous traits
and value orientations. However, the demonstration of significant
economic benefits, which attracts participants with strong commercial
incentives and filters out those pursuing social and emotional value
(Kyprianou, 2018), could limit the possibility of having reciprocal in-
teraction and a sense of community among members (Acquier et al.,
2017). Users’ resistance to HomeExchange.com's shift from delivering
non-monetary and egalitarian social benefits to more calculative and
economic benefits illustrates this contradiction. By valuing members’
homes with a specific number of ‘points’, the platform's new offering of
non-reciprocal but more flexible home swaps caused many users who
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prefer the direct reciprocity and community basis of the traditional
home exchange to leave (Zerly, December 2018).

For the interactional dimension, providing greater opportunities for
repeated interpersonal interaction can increase the amount of high-
quality information in the sharing process which generates trust and
expands market opportunities, thus contributing to transaction effi-
ciency and revenue making (Granovetter, 1985; Powell, 1990). Fi-
verr.com and Quirky exemplify platforms that have explored this
complementary benefit. Frequent interactions between members, either
online or offline, form the major route for freelancers to find gigs (Fi-
verr.com)23, and for inventors to get ideas of improving their products
(Quirky)24. However, in some contexts such as ride-hailing, purposely
creating the conditions for such interaction to take place can require
considerable time and resources, which makes it unattractive for
sharing platforms that focus on optimizing exchange efficiency and
scalability.

Also, while face-to-face interaction can complement transactions by
improving personal experience, as in the case of social dining, a focus
on face-to-face interaction is inflexible or even unnecessary when dis-
tant resources are involved, or the efficiency and scale of searching-and-
matching becomes a major demand. Examples include ride-hailing
platforms or Roomer, a platform where travelers search and book im-
minent non-cancelable hotel rooms of people who cannot make their
trips. In turn, if designed properly, mediated communication tech-
nology can increase the chance of online repeated interaction between
distant sharing participants and add to the social connection. Skill-
sharing communities like Quirky thrive almost entirely based on the
online environment. A reliance on mediated communication could also
limit intricate non-verbal information. It hinders the forming of social
attraction and involvement and the generation of social bonds between
participants (Bente et al., 2008). A tension Airbnb faces is that its im-
pact on building social connections is compromised in a context where
commercial operators use the site for multiple listings. This develop-
ment sees Airbnb “becoming more like a rental marketplace rather than
a spare-room sharing platform” and involves negligible face-to-face
interaction between property owners and renters (Ke, 2017).

For the institutional dimension, when well-coordinated, applying
formal and informal rules in different parts of the sharing process can
generate complementary effects (North, 1992). Many sharing platforms
combine the use of contractual terms and sanctions with community
norms and experiences. Examples include BlaBlaCar and Wunder in
ride-sharing, HomeExchange.com and ShareDesk in space-sharing, and
Fiverr.com and SkillShare in skill-sharing. However, a strong reliance
on contractual rules and sanctions could contradict the signaling of
goodwill or crowd out the incentive of reciprocal interaction for users
(Macaulay, 1963). Moreover, cultivating communal norms and shared
experiences tends to take time and effort to be agreed and internalized
by people. It is therefore treated more as a peripheral investment by
organizations such as Ola, Uber, and Roomer that target exchange ef-
ficiency and scalability (Scott, 2013).

As for control mechanisms, sharing platforms widely implement
assurance instruments to facilitate the initial interaction between
sharing participants. For instance, BlaBlaCar's reports show how its
adoption of verification, rating, and pre-payment systems manages to
build ‘trust’ and ‘bring people closer’ (BlaBlaCar, 2018; Mazzella &
Sundararajan, 2016). Paradoxically, there is a risk that a strong reliance
on assurance instruments could reduce participants’ demand for re-
ciprocal interaction and exchange of reliable, qualitative information in
the sharing process and thus limit the generation of social bonds
(Cheshire, 2011). Research on Couchsurfing supports the salience of

this risk (Parigi & State, 2014, November).

6. Conclusion

This paper conceptualizes the governance of sharing activities by
looking into the distinct governance practices that sharing economy
organizations can resort to, to facilitate two salient but potentially
competing interpersonal relationships: social bonding and economic
transactions. By unpacking the governance practices that provide in-
centives, shape interaction forms, and establish rules and norms for
sharing relationships, we develop a framework that helps to map out
and explain the variation we observe between sharing platforms in
terms of how they govern their activities and users’ behavior. With our
framework we seek to make several contributions to the sharing
economy literature.

Firstly, our framework unearths the nature of and the interplay
between the governance practices that sharing economy organizations
use to facilitate social bonds and economic transactions, respectively. It
lays the conceptual foundation to systematically capture how sharing
economy organizations combine governance practices into a govern-
ance mix. So far, scholars have conceptually captured prototypes of
sharing behaviors, identifying their characteristics and mutations, and
empirically categorized contemporary sharing practices but they
mainly relied on a simple dichotomy of pure sharing and pure exchange
(Belk, 2010; Habibi et al., 2016). Our framework goes beyond this di-
chotomy by showing which governance practices form the basis for
building the social and/or economic relationships that sharing economy
organizations rely on to encourage user participation for the aim of
value creation. Hence, we add to studies that have made headway into
identifying governance practices specific to the sharing economy (Mair
& Reischauer, 2017; Perren & Kozinets, 2018; Reischauer &
Mair, 2018). Reischauer and Mair (2018), for example, identified
governance practices of sharing platforms, but they focused mainly on
online communities. While they found that offline practices also play a
role in the governance of sharing activities, our framework shows in
more detail how online and offline practices interact and encourage
different types of interpersonal relationships. Our framework provides a
more systematic representation of the governance practices that sharing
platforms use across different sectors and contexts. It can thus form the
starting point for empirical studies in this area. With many con-
troversies still existing on whether sharing economy organizations de-
liver on the promise of a more community-oriented way of doing
business (Acquier et al., 2017; Benkler, 2017; Schor et al., 2016), un-
covering how they direct, coordinate and control their users’ activities
and behavior will increase understanding of the alignment between
purpose and practice.

Secondly, our framework offers an approach to explain which
practices are more likely to be combined in a governance mix because
they are complementary, and which practices seem incompatible in-
stead. We suggest that sharing economy organizations do not use gov-
ernance practices at random in a governance mix. While organizational
objectives and missions are usually considered as the primary factor
influencing governance choices, the multiplicity of social and economic
objectives calls for an explanation beyond the direct “goal – choice –
outcome” rationale as well as more awareness of the coordination work
between mixed objectives and the exploration of choices. By analyzing
the potential interplay between governance practices, we show how
complementarities and contradictions can emerge between them. These
complementarities and contradictions can either expand or restrict or-
ganizations’ governance choices, allowing them to create a unique
governance mix that aligns well with their complex missions
(Constantiou et al., 2017; Mair & Reischauer, 2017). Our analysis
concerning this interplay can also form a stepping-stone for empirical
research that seeks to explain the specific mix of governance practices
found in sharing platforms. It raises the significance of investigating
more complex forces that could have structured these organizations’

23 Fiverr Forum. (2020). Fiverr.com. Retrieved 15 January 2020, from https://
forum.fiverr.com/?utm_source=fiverr&utm_medium=website

24 How does Quirky work. (2020). Quirky.com. Retrieved 17 January 2020,
from https://quirky.com/faqs/
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governance choices. Further empirical studies should provide insight
into the stability of specific governance mixes and investigate to what
extent the purpose and the governance of sharing platforms are aligned.

Finally, our conceptual framework was developed to uncover and
explain the complexity of governance in the sharing economy. The
main arguments are based on insights from management, marketing,
economics and sociology as well as the empirical sharing economy
literature. Since we did not use primary evidence, our six practices
might not cover all variation that can be observed among sharing
platforms. The contradictions and complementarities between the
practices that we developed in Section 5 are only propositions at this
stage. To validate our framework, empirical research is needed to study
how sharing platforms combine various practices in their governance
mix. We expect that innovative methods such as fuzzy-set QCA could be
employed to empirically capture the different mixes that emerge from
the interaction between the governance practices. Despite these chal-
lenges, there is much potential to further explore how organizations
combine governance practices, how the interplay between them com-
plicates the stability of their platforms, and how contextual factors
mediate the governance process. Capturing these complexities and
dynamics will be challenging but hopefully provide insight into the
further development of the sharing economy over the coming years.
Our framework could also help in shedding light on the diversity in
governance practices of related organizational forms in the digital era,
where individual activities and interpersonal connections enabled by
information and communication technology play increasingly im-
portant roles, such as platform organizations, online collaborations, and
value co-creation.
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