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Nowadays sharing economy phenomenon is a popular topic among
companies and academic researchers too. People share their in-
tangible assets and underutilized tangible assets for money or for
free with the help of the Internet which results in a new business
model and creates a unique research area. The most popular ex-
pressions for this phenomenon are sharing economy and collab-
orative consumption; however, there are much more other defini-
tions which refer to this. In order to new companies can enter and
stabilize position on the market, they tend to use ‘sharing econ-
omy’ for their operation regardless of their business model which
may mislead the customers. There is no clear agreement which
is the only one definition that describes the sharing economy in
the best way; there is a gap in the literature. For this reason, the
purpose of this paper is to analyse the various expressions and
make a clear difference between them. To achieve this goal, a sys-
tematic literature review has been carried out. According to the
literature, 14 core definitions can be identified closely to sharing
economy which means more or less the same; but not exactly the
same. The result of this study shows how these are connected to
each other and how their borders can be defined.
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Introduction

Consumption patterns have been changed since the sharing econ-
omy phenomena started to become more popular (Botsman and
Rogers 2010) and reached the traditional industries such as tourism,
hospitality, transportation, education, job market and so on. It is a
fast-growing concept its pros and cons that created new opportuni-
ties and business models. According to Davis (2016), the paradigm
shift caused by technology could be bigger than the industrial rev-
olution so he points out that managers should be prepared for the
changes and adapt to the new circumstances.

Sharing is not a new phenomenon in our society; the new forms
of sharing have appeared in recent years (Schor and Fitzmaurice
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2015) and this is the reason why it seems to be a new and disruptive
model. While money means the ownership of a product in the neo-
classic market, sharing economy structure demonstrates the benefit
of capturing value with short-term access-rights to a product or ser-
vice (Daunoriené et al. 2015). This represents an innovation that is
able to reallocate money across the value chain, in particular away
from intermediaries and towards consumers (Schor and Fitzmaurice
2015).

Apart from having economic consequences, the sharing econ-
omy is claimed to have positive environmental and social effects.
It reduces the environmental impact, results in an efficient utiliza-
tion of physical assets and facilitates new social contacts (Botsman
and Rogers 2010). The collaboration can create innovation, jobs
and community (Krueger 2012); the sharing could bring people to-
gether and stimulate social cohesion in neighbourhoods (Agyeman
and McLaren 2015). On the other hand, the lack of its legal regu-
lation, consumer protection and working conditions (Malhotra and
Van Alstyne 2014) proves that this is a controversial concept. Schor
(2014) highlights its overrated environmental gains and the erosion
of workers’ rights. She argues the unfair competition between plat-
forms and regular companies and remarks the tendency towards
monopoly (Schor 2014).

Based on the online ethnography method and journal article col-
lection, Martin (2016) classified six possible outcomes regarding
sharing economy; ranging ‘from a potential pathway to sustainabil-
ity to a nightmarish form of neoliberalism’ (Martin 2016 p. 149): first
category (1) is an economic opportunity. The second group (2) is a
more sustainable form of consumption, (3) is a pathway to a de-
centralised, equitable and sustainable economy, (4) creating unreg-
ulated marketplaces, (5) reinforcing the neoliberal paradigm and (6)
an incoherent field of innovation. His aim was to identify the differ-
ent scenarios regarding the future of sharing economy. He assumes
if the sharing economy follows its current way; it is unlikely that it
drives towards to sustainability.

Although sharing economy phenomenon is clear, it has no bright
understanding between academics and practitioners too. Plenty of
various definitions exist in the literature; however, most of them are
different from each other. Since sharing economy is a popular buz-
zword nowadays, companies tend to emphasize that they have ‘shar-
ing economy business model’ so that they can reach more people on
the market. Having this lack of understanding, the main goal of this
article determines the numerous concepts related to sharing econ-
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omy and make difference between them, furthermore classify their
meanings. The chosen method is the systematic literature review;
because with help of this structured methodology, the definitions can
be described and their similarities and differences can be identified.

Main Drivers of Sharing Economy

Sharing is not a new phenomenon; people shared their goods with
their family, friends and neighbours since they started to live in com-
munities (Belk 2014b; Schor 2014). With the development of the In-
ternet, several new business models and new types of companies
were born (Schmuck 2015) that made the commerce much easier. As
a result, users can borrow goods from strangers and lend to them,
because the Internet has decreased the transaction costs extremely
between participants (Frenken and Schor 2017).

In this model, the new innovation is that the majority of business
transactions are cheaper than a similar transaction among the par-
ticipants who are buying goods and services on the ‘classic’ economic
field (Möhlmann 2015). Additionally, the power of the sharing econ-
omy is enhanced by the increasing scarcity of resources, urbanisa-
tion, and social and demographic changes (Zilahy 2016).

Böcker and Meelen (2016) provide a comprehensive background
regarding the sharing economy’s environmental, societal and eco-
nomic aspects. They state that the popularity of sharing economy
started after the financial crisis of 2007–2008 because people expe-
rience financial difficulties since then, they would re-evaluate their
consumption patterns and the value of the ownership. Individuals
who lost their jobs needed to find new job opportunities and compa-
nies such as uber offered an attractive alternative (Kathan, Matzler,
and Veider 2016). According to Puschmann and Alt (2016), the most
important drivers towards this economy are changing consumer be-
haviour (the tendency from ownership to access), social networks
and electronic markets (transactions among peers) and mobile de-
vices and electronic services (‘app economy,’ buying with the help of
our electronic devices).

In terms of social sciences, three main areas can be identified in
connection with the sharing economy: (1) sociological approach; it
focuses on the changing role of individuals, the more conscious and
responsible consumer behaviour and the growing altruistic mental-
ity. (2) Economics approach; in this meaning, the sharing economy
has a positive effect on innovation and stimulates the competition.
(3) Management theories: it refers to the emergence of new business
models and a new type of entrepreneurship and service provider ap-
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proach that may enhance the traditional industries (Codagnone and
Martens 2016).

The biggest success factor of the sharing economy is the online
reputation and feedback system where buyers and sellers can eval-
uate each other. Participants have risks in terms of trust and credi-
bility; one of the most serious risk factors is the lemon problem that
exists because buyers and sellers do not know each other, usually,
they do not meet, therefore, there has asymmetric information about
quality and value of product and service (Bae and Koo 2017). The on-
line feedback and reputation system can enhance the trust between
participants. This feature is not new, it existed earlier too; other well-
known e-business online portals such as eBay or Amazon used this
earlier. Yet, this is one of the key success factors of all sharing econ-
omy platforms. Luca (2011) states that the user-generated online re-
views have huge credibility in case of customers and this is an essen-
tial part of the decision making process. With the help of this system,
the stranger sharing is less risky because of the use of ratings and
reputation mechanism (Tadelis 2017).

Research Methodology

In this paper, the research is based on Prisma protocol method for
systematic literature review (ter Huurne et al. 2017). The protocol
consists of four stages (see http://prisma-statement.org):

identification �→ screening �→ eligibility �→ inclusion

In stage 1 the relevant studies were identified. We conducted a
research on Google Scholar and Science Direct searching title/ab-
stract/keyword. Since this is a relatively new research area, we also
used a simple google research to identify and understand the defi-
nitions and related context. Furthermore, the snowball method also
helped to find the relevant articles: we searched for authors who
have at least three articles related to sharing economy (Belk 2010;
Botsman and Rogers 2010; Frenken 2015; Hawlitschek et al. 2016;
Martin 2015; Teubner 2014; Schor 2014) and it helped to name and
classify the main trends and concepts.

During the investigation, we used keywords and focused on the in-
terpretation of sharing economy and its related definitions. In stage
2 our aim was to find the definitions that are used interchangeably
with sharing economy. We focused on papers and articles where def-
initions are mentioned so all research materials that did not contain
an explanation of sharing economy or its related expressions have
been excluded.
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Discussion and Results

sharing economy and its related definitions

There are a misunderstanding and ambiguity in terms of sharing
economy among academics and the public sector. This concept is
popular nowadays and it is a new buzzword that entrepreneurs and
companies prefer to use, regardless of their business model. It can
be misleading; therefore the main purpose of this study is to identify
the various definitions regarding sharing economy and to make clear
how they are connected and what is the difference between them.

So far there is no the ‘only one’ commonly agreed definition for
sharing economy (Oh and Moon 2016); Botsman (2013) says that ‘the
sharing economy lacks a shared definition’ (p. 24). Hawlitschek et al.
(2016) state that one reason for this lack is the rapid development of
the field. In popular meaning and academic literature too, it is com-
monly used as an umbrella term for a broad spectrum of services,
activities and businesses (Hamari, Sjöklint, and Ukkonen 2016).

According to Botsman (2015) and Rinne (2017), the most popular
definitions regarding the sharing economy are collaborative econ-
omy, collaborative consumption, on-demand economy, on-demand
services, gig economy, freelance economy, peer economy, access
economy, crowd economy, digital economy and platform economy.
Dredge and Gyimóthy (2015) examined the genealogy of the shar-
ing economy and they found 17 terms related to this. They say that
the conceptualization depends on its area of origin; such as human
ecology, computer science, neoclassic microeconomics, anthropol-
ogy, post-modern sociology, philosophy, politics or cultural theory.
They found the following terms:

• Human Ecology
• Collaborative Consumption
• Access Economy
• Moral Economy
• Social Sharing
• Alternative Post-Capitalist Economies
• Collaborative Consumption v 2.0
• Collaborative Lifestyles
• The Mesh (aka the Sharing society)
• Circuits of Commerce
• Access-Based Consumption
• Peer Economy
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• Moral Economy (of Alternative Tourism)
• Sharing vs. Pseudo Sharing
• Connected Consumption
• Collaborative Commerce
• Sharing economy
• Hybrid Economy

Other notions and descriptions include anti-consumption (Albins-
son and Perera, 2012), peer-to-peer markets (Fraiberger and Sun-
dararajan 2015) and for-profit or non-profit sharing (Henten and
Windekilde 2015).

These definitions are often being used interchangeably. There is
an overlap between them but they might mean very different things
that are important to understand. Online platforms where we can
order a cleaning lady, massage or lunch from a restaurant are fun-
damentally different from platforms like Airbnb that is built on the
sharing of the underused asset (Botsman 2015).

interpretation of definitions

Based on the listings earlier, there are more than 26 different terms
related to sharing economy it means that there is a need to concep-
tualize them. In table 1 there is the 15 most popular definition based
on Google search. These will be explained and expanded in the next
part.

Digital Economy

The Internet has numerous positive consequences, one of them is
that more and more businesses exist online. Nowadays it is diffi-
cult to imagine a company who does not have a webpage or email
address. Digital economy means the economic activity with help of
mobile technology and the internet of things (iot) that result from
billions of everyday online connections among people, businesses,
devices, machines, data, and processes (Cassar, Heath, and Micallef
2010). According to Rinne (2017), this expression refers to anything
powered by digital technologies.

Gig Economy

Gig economy means the temporary, project-based and flexible jobs.
Companies that hire independent contractors and freelancers in-
stead of full-time employees part of this so-called gig economy (see
https://www.investopedia.com/terms/g/gig-economy.asp).
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table 1 The 15 Most Popular Terms Related to Sharing Economy (‘Sharing
Economy’ is also part of the research)

Rank Definition Number of results on Google

1 Digital economy 4,960,000 results (0.50 sec)

2 Sharing economy 3,860,000 results (0.37 sec)

3 Gig economy 2,190,000 results (0.40 sec)

4 On-demand services 2,040,000 results (0.36 sec)

5 On-demand economy 717,000 results (0.35 sec)

6 Platform economy 434,000 results (0.52 sec)

7 Collaborative consumption 418,000 results (0.30 sec)

8 Collaborative economy 214,000 results (0.33 sec)

9 Product-Service System (pss) 160,000 results (0.40 sec)

10 Freelance economy 59,000 results (0.36 sec)

11 Peer economy 48,300 results (0.43 sec)

12 Access economy 27,900 results (0.33 sec)

13 Second hand platform 13,400 results (0.27 sec)

14 Crowd economy 12,100 results (0.34 sec)

15 Second hand economy 11,800 results (0.32 sec)

On-Demand Services and On-Demand Economy

On-demand economy focuses on ‘on-demand’ needs, in other words,
the immediate access-based goods and services. Online platforms,
that provide this direct access to customers according to their needs,
are part of the on-demand economy (Botsman 2015). Frenken et al.
(2015) say that with the help of on-demand service platforms con-
sumers can deliver personal services to each other.

Platform Economy

Similarly to the digital economy, companies are creating online
structures that enable a wide range of human activities (Kenney-
Zysman 2016).

Business-to-Consumer ‘Product-Service’ Models
or Product-Service Systems

Product Service Systems (psss) or product-service models have a
large literature and it refers to the new utilization concept (Baines
et al. 2007) which means that the ‘using’ is becoming more impor-
tant than ‘owning.’ In practice, companies rent out their good to
customers for temporary use (Frenken et al. 2015) which can hap-
pen online and offline too. pss refers to a shift toward less resource
based consumption culture (Leismann et al. 2013), where consumers
favour renting, bartering, and exchange (Tussyadiah and Pesonen
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2015). A good example is a firm from whom car can be rented for
short term.

Freelance Economy

Similarly to the gig economy, freelance economy means the work-
force participation and income generation by freelancers or inde-
pendent workers (Rinne 2017).

Peer Economy

Peer to peer economy refers to the business between customer and
customer without any intermediaries. They can buy and sell prod-
ucts and services from each other.

Access Economy

‘Access economy’ or ‘access-based consumption’ is one type of the
economy that offers customers access to products or services when
they want it (Gobble 2017) but not exactly the same; it helps to pur-
chasers who could not afford to own or do not want to own a product
but they need for it for short-term (Bardhi and Eckhardt 2012). This
form of purchasing may help to protect our environment with less
use of products and natural resources (Leismann et al. 2013).

Second Hand Platforms

On second-hand platforms, customers can sell or give away their
used goods to other customers (Frenken et al. 2015). The most typi-
cal second-hand platform is eBay but the second-hand clothes shops
are also quite popular.

Crowd Economy

Crowd economy focuses on the ‘crowd’ and refers to crowdsourcing
and crowdfunding (Rinne 2017). According to Sundararajan (2016,
35), the ‘crowd-based capitalism is the way in which platforms like
Uber and Airbnb draw on the resources of the crowd to serve the
needs of the crowd, taking their cut along the way.’

Collaborative Consumption

Nowadays one of the most popular expressions is collaborative con-
sumption and based on the literature we can conclude that people
substitute it for sharing economy and this exists back and forth. Lin
and Huang (2013) say that this involves sharing information, invest-
ment fund and collaborative production (Lorena, Hernandez-Ortega
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table 2 Definitions of Collaborative Consumption

Author Definition

Belk (2014a,
1597)

Collaborative consumption as ‘people coordinating the acquisition
and distribution of a resource for a fee or other compensation.’

Botsman
(2015, 18)

The reinvention of traditional market behaviours-renting, lend-
ing, swapping, sharing, bartering, gifting-through technology, tak-
ing place in ways and on a scale not possible before the internet.

Hamari, Sjök-
lint, and Ukko-
nen (2015,
2047)

Collaborative consumption has also been defined as ‘a peer-to-
peer-based activity of obtaining, giving, or sharing the access to
goods and services, coordinated through community-based online
services.’

Tussyadiah
and Pesonen
(2015, 156)

Collaborative consumption can be traced back to the well-
established form of resource exchanges in our socioeconomic sys-
tem.

Blanca, and Jimenez-Martinez 2014). Other researches point out dif-
ferent aspects of this term. According to Rinne (2017), the phrase
indicates collaborative forms of consumption, production, finance
and learning, furthermore she says that collaborative consumption
is closest to the orthodox sharing economy definition. Belk (2014a)
refers to an early definition worded by Felson and Speath (1978);
they said that joint activities involving consumption (e.g., drinking
beer with friends), but not necessarily captured the sharing aspects
of the consumption (i.e., distribution of resources to others for their
use) was meant to be an early type of collaborative consumption.

Collaborative consumption ‘highlights the importance of market
mediation (i.e. systems of exchange) and the power of social net-
work effects (i.e. peer-to-peer sharing enabled by social technolo-
gies)’ (Cusumano 2015, 34). We listed more definitions in table 2
to make the expression of collaborative consumption more sophisti-
cated.

Sharing Economy

The well-known expression, ‘sharing economy’ refers to the sharing
activity of underutilized assets with the help of it-based technology.
Researchers understand this expression in various ways pointed out
its numerous aspects (table 3). According to Belk (2014a) sharing has
a too broad definition (for instance sharing, bartering, lending, trad-
ing, gifting, swapping, etc.) that contributes to the misinterpretation
of the basic idea.

There are similarities between definitions’ of sharing economy
and descriptions’ of collaborative consumption. Based on the liter-
ature – in a strict sense – sharing economy is narrower than collabo-
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table 3 Definitions of Sharing Economy

Author Definition

Belk (2014a,
1597)

He distinguishes ‘true’ and ‘pseudo-sharing.’ ‘True sharing’ as en-
tailing temporary access rather than ownership, no fees or com-
pensation, and use of digital platforms. The majority of commer-
cial platforms included in ‘sharing economy’ do not belong there.

Frenken et al.
(2015, 245)

The ‘sharing economy’ means when ‘consumers (or firms) grant-
ing each other temporary access to their under-utilized physical
assets (idle capacity), possibly for money.’

oecd (2015,
53)

Online platforms specialised in ‘matching demand and supply in
specific markets, enabling peer-to-peer (p2p) sales and rentals.’
It identifies three types: (a) p2p selling (b) p2p sharing; and (c)
crowdsourcing.

Pricewater-
houseCoopers
(2015, 3)

The ‘sharing economy uses digital platforms to allow customers to
have access to, rather than ownership of, tangible and intangible
assets.’

Rinne (2017) The focus is on the sharing of underutilised assets, monetised or
not, in ways that improve efficiency, sustainability and community.

rative consumption since its re-use of underutilised assets. Another
important element is that it is for free not for financial compensa-
tion.

Conclusion

We conducted a review of the academic and grey literature (confer-
ence paper, articles on the internet) with the aim of investigating and
analysing the sharing economy concept and its related definitions.

The most popular research areas regarding sharing economy are
motivations to participate, trust is sharing economy, e-business and
online feedback system and its unregulated market circumstances.
Since this a relatively new research area, it is essential to understand
the basic approach and its surroundings. It is important from aca-
demic and from the business perspective; because more and more
companies are jeopardized by this new business model and they
need to react to the changes. Managers should be up-to-date re-
garding the most recent technological changes and innovations so
that they could protect their business and answer for the challenges.

We highlighted various definitions and phrases in relation to shar-
ing economy and it can be concluded that there is no agreement on
this area; what sharing economy means exactly. Figure 1 shows the
connection among different definitions related to the sharing econ-
omy.

Based on the literature we can conclude that the closest definition
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Sharing
economy

On-
demand
economy

Crowd
economy

Feelance
and gig

economy
Second-hand

platforms
Product-service

systems

Access economy

Peer economy

Platform economy

Digital economy

Collaborative

consum
ption

figure 1 Definitions Regarding Sharing Economy and Their Positions
Compared to Sharing Economy

is collaborative consumption; however it has an element of financial
or other compensation, it means that in terms of narrow interpreta-
tion, sharing economy should not be about the financial settlement.
In a strict sense – sharing economy refers to re-use of underutilised
assets.

Limitations and Opportunities for Further Research

This study does have certain limitations. We focused on the defini-
tion and related concepts and disregarded the deep content or its
positive and negative consequences. One of the biggest criticizes
against the sharing economy is unclear and missing regulatory at
local and national levels (its taxes, insurance, public safety, fair com-
petition, employment situation are concerned by law) and this has
not been covered by this paper. Also, its positive and negative con-
sequences on communities have not been investigated, that are re-
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ally exciting research areas. There are authors who argue that the
sharing economy can contribute to sustainable development and, as
an alternative economic model, make a contribution to environmen-
tal sustainability (Heinrichs 2013; Cohen and Kietzmann 2014). As a
matter of fact, these are other enormous research areas that we are
planning to study separately.

Our aim was to understand the numerous terms related to sharing
economy and make a difference between them. Considering that it is
a relatively new and changing phenomenon it is not easy to identify
its border. The number of literature is growing in this research field;
therefore a broader research with the analysis of more articles would
give a more sophisticated result.

The next step could be an empirical examination among firms that
think that they operate on this field and ask them how they interpret
the sharing economy.
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