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Abstract:



The online community is crucial to sharing economy platforms because without it, no transactions can take place. Online communities have been studied extensively, but so far, little attention has been paid to how they link to different offline communities, such as geographic (e.g., neighborhoods) and relational communities (e.g., friends and colleagues). In this study, we address this gap by examining the importance of communities to the users and the entrepreneurs of the goods-sharing platform Ecomodo. We conduct a qualitative content analysis of archival and interview data to uncover the importance of different communities and the relationships among them. We discover that the platform design aimed to facilitate lending and borrowing in relational communities. However, geographic communities were more important to the users since most of them joined the platform to be acquainted with their neighbors. We also find that the platform entrepreneurs underestimated the behavioral changes needed to use the platform. The producers were not used to asking for money to lend their possessions, and it was difficult to teach consumers to borrow instead of buying. We use these findings to offer recommendations to practitioners and discuss some avenues for further research.
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1. Introduction


Over the last decade, the rise of the sharing economy—defined by Frenken and Schor [1] (pp. 4–5) as “consumers granting each other temporary access to under-utilized assets (‘idle capacity’), possibly for money”—has received growing attention because of its potential to foster more sustainable lifestyles [2]. By tapping into the excess capacity of existing goods, such as cars and houses, the sharing economy can prevent new purchases, increase resource efficiency, and reduce waste [3]. As such, the sharing economy represents a promising alternative to current unsustainable patterns of production and consumption, and its wider diffusion can accelerate the much-needed transition towards sustainability [4].



Sharing economy practices (e.g., renting, swapping, lending and borrowing) are often facilitated by digital platforms that connect individuals who offer their goods (peer providers or producers) with people (peer consumers) willing to make use of the items for a short period [5]. However, setting up and operating a successful marketplace for online sharing economy are challenging endeavors. Sharing economy platforms have to reach a critical mass of users to effectively match supply (producers) with demand (consumers) [6,7,8]. Moreover, interactions between producers and consumers require a significant degree of trust that platforms typically strive to create through the use of reputation systems, such as user ratings and reviews [9].



Building a thriving online community is key to the functioning of peer-to-peer platforms [10,11]. It has been found that sharing organizations use a variety of governance practices to encourage participation and strategically coordinate and control interactions in their online communities [11]. However, the different roles played by distinct communities of online users (e.g., producers, consumers) have neither been systematically recognized nor analyzed in extant research. Besides the problematic use of the term community in the existing sharing economy literature, there is also a lack of attention to offline communities and their relevance to the success of online sharing platforms.



To fill these knowledge gaps, we shed light on the under-explored process of building thriving user communities that engage in the sharing economy, with the aim of fostering sustainability. Our research question is as follows: How are different online and offline communities relevant to the functioning of sharing economy platforms? We identify five types of online and offline communities and examine their interactions in the context of a goods-sharing platform. Drawing on a variety of data sources (i.e., user interviews and archival data), our study is one of the few that considers the producer, the consumer, and the platform simultaneously. By investigating the case of an unsuccessful peer-to-peer platform, this study also contributes to the much-needed analysis of failures in the sharing economy [12] and ultimately, provides insights into the design of virtual environments as marketplaces of the sharing economy.



We have structured this paper as follows. In Section 2, we describe the different online and offline communities that are relevant to the operations of sharing economy platforms. In Section 3, we introduce the case study and the research design that we have adopted to empirically analyze how each of these communities was accounted for in the strategy and the design of the goods-sharing platform under investigation. We present this study’s results in Section 4 and use them in Section 5 to provide recommendations to sharing economy entrepreneurs. The main findings are discussed in Section 6 to elaborate on the reasons behind the platform’s failure to reach a critical mass of users. In Section 7, we conclude this paper by acknowledging our study’s limitations and suggesting avenues for future research.




2. Online and Offline Communities


Gusfield [13] identifies two uses of the term community; it can refer to a group of people living in the same geographic area (e.g., a neighborhood or a city) or to a relational community, namely, people connected by an interest or a profession (e.g., a club or a school). These two types of communities often overlap; for example, a school is usually located in a specific geographic area where teachers teach and students learn. However, relational communities do not always require geographic proximity. For example, open-source software developing communities are purely virtual communities, but their members usually feel that they are part of a community [14].



Research commonly uses the term community to indicate a group of people whose members have a sense of community, that is, individuals who share a feeling of belonging to the group, influence and are influenced by it, share a history and experiences together, and whose needs are met by being part of the group [15]. We examine communities from the sharing economy platform´s perspective and therefore, use the word communities more loosely to refer to groups of people that are relevant to the functioning of the platform. For example, the hosts and the guests in Airbnb might not have a sense of community as they might just feel like customers using a service. However, from the platform’s standpoint, they form an important group of people without whom the service delivery would be impossible. The users of a sharing economy service are generically referred to as its online community even though the studies about them usually do not assess if the users actually have a sense of community [16]. However, often sharing economy platforms often attempt to create a sense of belonging in their online communities [11].



The communities relevant to the sharing economy are summarized in Table 1. The online community can be divided into two groups of people—the producers and the consumers. The producers offer their items or assets in the sharing economy platforms (e.g., hosts in Airbnb), whereas consumers rent or use these assets (e.g., guests in Airbnb). The producers and the consumers have different interests—the former typically in making money with their assets, the latter in getting the items they need in a convenient manner [17]. However, the producers are concerned that the consumers might mishandle the borrowed assets. This situation can create mismatches between what the producers want to offer and what the consumers want to use. For example, it has been demonstrated that in a peer-to-peer lending platform, consumers are interested in borrowing expensive items, but the producers are unwilling to put these on offer because they do not feel they can trust strangers [18]. The platform entrepreneurs have to build clever design solutions to address the different interests and concerns of producers and consumers. Therefore, we observe the two user groups separately in this paper.


Table 1. Offline and online communities relevant to sharing economy platforms.





	Community
	Description
	Online or Offline





	Producer community
	Individuals who offer their items or assets in the platform
	Online



	Consumer community
	Individuals who rent or use the items available on the platform
	Online



	Geographic community
	Individuals living in the same geographic area (e.g., city or neighborhood)
	Offline



	Relational community
	Individuals connected by an interest or a profession (e.g., choir or school)
	Offline



	Value-based community
	Individuals sharing similar values
	Offline









In addition to the online communities of producers and consumers, several offline communities are relevant to sharing economy platforms. Geographic communities are important because, unlike many online communities, they deal with physical assets. For example, in a peer-to-peer carsharing platform, a producer and a consumer either agree on a key exchange or in a few cases, can book a car with a smart lock and fetch the car without the car owner’s active participation [19]. In both cases, the car only serves a local geographic community. Convenience is important to the consumers in sharing economy platforms [17,19]; therefore, these local geographic communities are quite often much smaller units than countries or even cities. For example, the likelihood of people using a shared car drops significantly with people living more than 500 m away from the car [20]. This fact is known to the carsharing companies, and they try to create geographic communities around the cars. For example, the Belgian carsharing service Cozycar helps prospective users throw local parties, with the aim of introducing carsharing to their neighbors [21].



Relational offline communities can also be important to sharing economy platforms. The usually high sense of community in relational communities instills trust among community members [22]. On the other hand, in many relational communities, people are naturally geographically close to one another. Therefore, these communities can serve as auspicious environments for sharing economy platforms because they help overcome many of the barriers to the use of such platforms. Producers can offer quality assets because they trust consumers, and consumers gain easy access to the assets because of their geographic proximity. On the other hand, it is possible to imagine situations in which relational communities would benefit from sharing economy platforms. For example, schools in a city might want to pool their resources to make better use of these assets. However, they might lack the technical know-how to create a system to facilitate this sharing of goods; thus, a lending and borrowing platform could offer an easy way to do so.



A final potentially relevant offline community is a value-based community. We use the phrase to refer to a group of people in the operational area of a sharing economy platform whose members share the values of the platform or to whose values the service provided by the platform appeals to (e.g., caring for other people and the environment). This is a relevant community for a platform because meeting like-minded people has been mentioned as one reason for participating in the sharing economy [17,23]. Therefore, a value-based community serves as a latent community that the platform can tap into as an easily reachable customer base.




3. Materials and Methods


3.1. Ecomodo and Peer-to-Peer Lending and Borrowing Services


To investigate the roles of different types of communities (i.e., consumer, producer, geographic, relational, and value-based) and their interplay in the context of the sharing economy, Ecomodo—a goods-sharing platform operating in the UK—was chosen as a suitable case study (Figure 1). Ecomodo was founded in 2010 and terminated its operations in 2015 due to a failure to reach a critical mass of users and stay financially viable. The platform facilitated renting, lending, and borrowing of products among its users, charging fees on monetary transactions. The fees were waived if the users decided to donate the proceeds to charity or opted for free exchanges. Ecomodo had no additional revenue streams from advertising. While it was also possible to list skills and spaces on the platform, those represented only a small portion of Ecomodo’s inventory. For example, in February 2013, consumer goods accounted for over 80% of the items available on the platform. Most items were offered for a fee (69%), 25% for free, and 6% for charity. The goods that were typically featured on Ecomodo ranged from ladders and do-it-yourself tools to camping gears. The wide variety of products makes Ecomodo (and its underlying business model) different from most peer-to-peer sharing platforms, which tend to focus on a single type of (and usually more expensive) asset, such as cars (e.g., carsharing platform SnappCar) and houses (e.g., Airbnb, Couchsurfing).


Figure 1. Ecomodo homepage.
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3.2. Data Collection


The data sources used for this article are presented in Table 2. We collected data from both Ecomodo users and platform entrepreneurs to observe the communities from different sides. A platform could plan features that would enable the creation of communities, but in the end, the users would decide whether or not the features would be used. The user data consisted of 10 semi-structured interviews, which were collected from June to September 2013. The data on the platform entrepreneurs came from different archival sources, including the Ecomodo blog and web pages, as well as press articles, collected between March and May 2018. We decided to rely on archival sources because, unlike interview data, they would not be susceptible to post-hoc rationalization and impression management [24]. We did not have these problems with the user data because they were collected when the platform was still active and its members were reflecting on their behavior during that period.


Table 2. The data used for the study.





	Source of Data
	Primary Purpose of the Data Source
	Amount of Data





	User interviews
	To create a picture of how producers and consumers perceived the importance of different online and offline communities
	10 semi-structured interviews, 769 min in total



	Ecomodo blog, press articles and press releases
	To understand how the platform tried to address different online and offline communities
	98 blog pages, 26 press articles



	Ecomodo web pages
	To thoroughly understand how the Ecomodo platform worked
	77 pages









Face-to-face interviews were conducted with 10 Ecomodo users (7 females and 3 males) as part of a doctoral project exploring the acceptance, adoption, and diffusion of sharing economy platforms (see [25]). All informants (irrespective of whether acting as producers, consumers, or both) were inactive on the platform (i.e., dormant users) at the time of the interview. The informants’ demographic characteristics are provided in Table 3. The interview was designed to explore the informants’ (i) personal values and (ii) general understanding of sharing economy practices, (iii) attitudes toward different sharing economy alternatives as opposed to private ownership, and (iv) evaluation of the Ecomodo platform. The last set of questions (Appendix A) was particularly useful for uncovering the different online and offline communities’ roles in the functioning of Ecomodo. All interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim.


Table 3. Informant demographic characteristics.













	
	Age
	Marital Status
	Household Income (£)
	Occupation
	Type of User





	Amy
	25–34
	Single
	10,000–14,999
	Employed part-time
	Producer



	Brian
	35–44
	Married
	45,000–54,999
	Employed full-time
	Producer/Consumer



	Connie
	35–44
	Married
	100,000 or more
	Self-employed
	Producer/Consumer



	Emma
	66–100
	Divorced
	20,000–24,999
	Retired
	Consumer



	Holly
	45–54
	Married
	55,000–99,999
	Unemployed
	Consumer



	Isabel
	35–44
	Married
	100,000 or more
	Self-employed
	Producer/Consumer



	James
	45–54
	Married
	55,000–99,999
	Employed full-time
	Producer



	Linda
	25–34
	Married
	45,000–54,999
	Self-employed
	Consumer



	Martha
	45–54
	Married
	N/A
	Employed part-time
	Consumer



	Thomas
	25–34
	Married
	35,000–44,999
	Employed full-time
	Consumer









We collected the archival data by both directly downloading them from the internet and using the internet archival tool Wayback Machine. For example, the Ecomodo blog could still be found on the internet [26], and many of the press articles were still available. However, because the site had been closed in 2015, we had to retrieve much of the material from the Wayback Machine. From each page, we tried to retrieve the latest version available to ensure that we obtained the most updated information (e.g., the FAQs might have been updated as new user questions turned up). We collected the press articles and the press releases by using Ecomodo’s own press room page. Of the 26 articles, 3 were Ecomodo’s own press releases, and 23 were articles published in different newspapers and magazines. Altogether, 32 articles had been published, but 6 of them could not be found anymore; therefore, we ended up with 26.



Each source of archival data had a different purpose. Both the Ecomodo blog and the press articles were collected to help us understand how the platform entrepreneurs perceived the different communities and addressed them. These two data sources complemented each other. In the press articles, the entrepreneurs communicated about the big picture of the platform, including its strategy and mission and the reasons behind its design. In the blog, these broad lines could be observed in action, where Ecomodo communicated about the platform’s campaigns, partnerships, and progress, thus informing the public how its strategy and mission were implemented in practice. The web pages further provided information on how the platform worked on a detailed level and how this was communicated to the users. Therefore, it further complemented the two other data sources by giving us a picture of how the platform looked like from a user’s perspective. The site’s extensive FAQ pages also helped us a lot in understanding the details of the platform design.




3.3. Data Analysis


We conducted a qualitative content analysis of the data [27], with the aim of coding what the different types of communities meant for different actors in Ecomodo (producers, consumers, and the platform itself). We extracted and sorted the community-relevant data into comparable boxes and compared the results to relate the different views on the topics to one another. We divided the data between us (one coded the producer data, and the other coded the consumer data). To ensure that we both understood the different types of communities in a similar manner, we developed a coding guide with examples of how different types of communities could manifest themselves in the various data sources. For example, in the user interviews, references to the introduction of Ecomodo among friends and work colleagues were considered indicative of the existence of a relational community; in the Ecomodo website and blog, references to environmental and/or social values were treated as suggestive of the platform’s attempt to engage a value-based community. The coding guide also served as a basis for a preparatory discussion on the coding, where potential shortfalls and misunderstandings were settled.



As a basis for the coding guide, we used the identified relevant communities described in Table 1. We also included ‘brand community’ in our coding because other studies had identified it as an important type of community [28]. However, we do not discuss the brand community in this paper because it did not turn out to be relevant in the Ecomodo case. We added ‘other community’ as an extra category, which was meant for communities that might have been relevant but we might have missed in our literature review. These communities were all checked at the end of the analysis. The only community that recurred in the data and was classified under the other community category (since it did not clearly belong to any other category) comprised charity groups that were discussed because Ecomodo also enabled directing rental payments to charity. However, they were not essential to the functioning of the platform. Moreover, being specific to the Ecomodo case, they are thus not discussed in this paper.



In the coding process, we included not only the quotations that referred to an existing community but also the comments that indicated the need for a community. This inclusion was especially important for the user data. For example, many producers expressed a desire to be acquainted with their neighbors. This was a significant piece of information because it indicated the geographic communities’ importance to the producers even though such communities had not yet been created on the Ecomodo platform. Therefore, these kinds of statements were coded under geographic communities.



After coding the data, we cross-checked the codes. We then discussed the findings thematically and tried to make the different data sources relate to each other, that is, understand both producers’ and consumers’ needs and concerns in terms of the different kinds of communities and how the platform tried to address them. On the other hand, we examined what kinds of tools the platform offered to facilitate the creation of different communities and how the online community used and perceived them. Through this process, we could create a holistic picture of the communities in Ecomodo—how the platform was designed in terms of communities, what principles guided the design, how the design met the needs of the online community, and which gaps existed between the users’ desires and the actual platform design. These issues are discussed next in the results section.





4. Results


The concept of community was central to the design and the functioning of the Ecomodo platform. As stated in its webpage, “Ecomodo is an online community marketplace that lets you lend and borrow each other’s everyday goods, skills and spaces with confidence.” The platform was conceived and promoted as a natural continuation of e-commerce websites and gift-giving practices.




The principle is really that we are very good at passing on things that we are not using anymore… but actually we’ve all got probably thousands of pounds worth of gear that’s just sitting around that we keep because we know we need it again at some point, but it seldom gets used, it collects dust and other people could be using that… So, Ecomodo is just a way of people seeing what’s around them, so they can know where to go to borrow stuff.



(BBC radio, 21 September 2010)





Nevertheless, getting people on board proved more difficult than expected. This was because using Ecomodo entailed a change in people’s attitudes toward private ownership and shared access, as well as a considerable degree of trust in strangers.




But getting people to fundamentally change the way they think has been a real eye-opener… The idea of getting people to lend and borrow—especially in our society today—has been a challenge.



(Southern daily echo, 8 March 2011)





Many Ecomodo users we interviewed shared a similar belief about people’s reluctance to embrace lending and borrowing practices in their daily life.




I think the difficulty is that when it’s not widely spread yet, so when you don’t have such a broad portfolio of things that can be offered, then it’s difficult for people to get into the habit of using it. But I think that conceptually it’s brilliant.



(Linda)





As a result of the limited number of transactions occurring on the platform, Ecomodo announced the termination of its operations in March 2015. In the remainder of this section, we elaborate on Ecomodo’s producer, consumer, value-based, relational, and geographic communities to uncover how the platform addressed (or failed to address) each type of community necessary for its activity.



4.1. Producer Community


One of the main objectives of Ecomodo’s strategy was to build its supply side by creating a large producer community and repository of available items. To recruit producers (i.e., lenders), the platform primarily tried to (i) tackle trust issues involved in lending to strangers and (ii) facilitate the process of listing goods online.



To help build trust, Ecomodo implemented “lending circles”—online groups that brought together already existing communities or people with common interests.




The team researched the barriers that stopped neighbours and friends from lending. As a result Ecomodo has some clever features to let people lend and borrow with confidence. Individuals can set up lending circles around any type of community (street, neighbourhood, school, faith centre, workplace, council, charity, community group or club) and invite people to pool their resources for the common good. People can use their circles to restrict their lending and choose to take a deposit or insurance for extra peace of mind.



(Ecomodo blog post, 30 July 2010)





The lending circle feature allowed lenders to exercise more control over who could borrow their items, and it was generally well-received by the producer community.




I think the big thing to me was to be able to create circles because obviously… I think when it comes to sharing your own things there is always concern about who you’re sharing with. … And the thing that attracted me mostly was that you had the ability to decide who you are going to share your stuff with.



(Brian)





Moreover, Ecomodo put in place some additional measures to help build trust. In particular, lenders could request a security deposit on their items and include insurance against loss or damage. Both lenders and borrowers were also able to post reviews about each other after completing transactions. Along with such a reputation system, user feedback was used by the platform as a policing mechanism to automatically suspend any unsafe or poorly described listing, as well as untrustworthy community members.



Besides addressing trust issues, a large part of Ecomodo’s communication aimed at encouraging people to list their items online, as exemplified by the following blog post:


Ladders, drills and tents are the most borrowed items on Ecomodo. Got one? Why not add it to Ecomodo to lend and choose to lend for free, a fee or for charity.



(Ecomodo blog post, 18 June 2010)







However, the platform’s attempt to maximize the online posting of common yet seldom-used household items (e.g., ladders, drills, and tents) seemed to partly backfire.




When I lived in Leeds there was only one person nearby [on Ecomodo]. I think I had put something like a ladder on, and they had done the same thing. So, we both had the same thing that we were lending. It didn’t really help.



(Conny)





Some interviewees also mentioned feeling uncomfortable with the idea of asking money for products that they would usually lend for free. Therefore, they offered their goods online free of charge or refrained from listing these altogether. However, all producers with whom we spoke—irrespective of whether or not they were charging a fee—received few requests (if any) and eventually, virtually abandoned the platform.




4.2. Consumer Community


Ecomodo essentially catered to its consumer community by (i) enabling searches and requests for locally available items, (ii) allowing prospective borrowers to post “wanted ads” on the platform, (iii) facilitating monetary payments (e.g., rental fees, insurance, deposits), and (iv) managing the dispute resolution process in case of damaged or unreturned items.



Despite the consumers’ key role of in initiating lending and borrowing transactions, our data analysis showed that the Ecomodo management team did not necessarily treat producers and consumers as distinct communities. Nonetheless, the interviews revealed that producers might not be so keen to act as consumers, while consumers might not necessarily be interested in lending their own items through the platform.




I am more likely to lend or offer help than I am to accept help or accept lent items, I suppose.



(Thomas)





Moreover, the lack of communication that specifically targeted consumers suggests that Ecomodo’s founders might have assumed that demand would have automatically followed once sufficient supply had been obtained. However, such expectation somewhat underestimated the behavioral change required to shift from buying new products to borrowing used ones. Ultimately, the little uptake of Ecomodo among consumers was directly related to the limited selection of goods available online as a result of the platform’s failure to attract enough producers. Similarly, most of the wanted ads that consumers posted on Ecomodo remained unfulfilled since these often concerned quite specific items (e.g., a megaphone, a puzzle-cutting machine) and the system largely relied on producers’ goodwill to browse through all requests to see what items they could possibly have at home and be happy to lend.




I kind of checked fairly regularly for about six months and, like I said, I wanted a slide converter and I never [found one]. And I put out a couple of requests, and I never really got anything that was useful.



(Isabel)






4.3. Value-Based Community


The existence of value-based communities—comprising individuals sharing a particular set of values—was acknowledged and deeply embedded in Ecomodo’s business model design. The platform tried catering to different groups of people (e.g., environmentally-motivated individuals, community-minded individuals, convenience seekers) to have the widest reach within diverse communities.




Through user-centered research we identified: the growing focus towards the environment; the increase in social values; and a move towards austerity appearing across different sectors within local communities. We choose to use these trends as an approach for a motivational model. From here, we developed the notion of lending for free, a fee or for charity as a way to reach diverse groups that can live geographically very close within our cities, towns and villages.



(Ecomodo blog, 26 October 2010)





Ecomodo strongly marketed itself as a service that contributed to sustainability by providing environmental and social benefits (e.g., reducing consumption and preventing waste, helping out a neighbor or a friend). These ideas resonated with all our interviewees and motivated them to join the platform. Most of them declared to have signed up on Ecomodo to connect with their local community or “to be green.”




Most people were very receptive, and a common comment was “what a great idea”. A lot of people were familiar with Freegle and Freecycle and saw Ecomodo as a natural next step. We signed up 25 people to Ecomodo on the day, with lots more taking away a leaflet for more information. Even if people were visitors to Cromford they could check out what was available in their area.



(Ecomodo blog, 27 July 2012)






I just liked the idea of people on a local community either hiring out or sharing things that they no longer have a daily use for. So, I thought that was a really good idea.



(Emma)





However, while it seemed that belonging to a value-based community often brought users to the platform, it did not automatically translate into active participation due to the lack of convenience (e.g., availability and proximity of the items).




4.4. Relational Community


Relational communities—groups of friends and work colleagues—were central to Ecomodo’s design by being facilitators of trust in lending and borrowing transactions.




Ecomodo is a new social enterprise with that belief at its heart. Ecomodo builds upon real life communities to create resource pools. They enable confident lending and borrowing of objects, skills and spaces within communities. Imagine the sheds, lofts, garages and cupboards of your neighbours, friends and colleagues all opened up for you to use. Imagine the range of equipment and the corresponding opportunities that would arise, without investing yourself in expensive, bulky and seldom used new equipment.



(Guernsey press, 16 March 2010)





Lending circles were thought of as online embodiments of real-world communities. However, it is questionable whether Ecomodo actually offered any added value to offline relational communities since people could directly ask their friends and colleagues to lend them items without the intermediation of a platform.




I think it’s really difficult to get people to lend things to people they don’t know. And that’s effectively what’s happening in Ecomodo. That doesn’t really bother me, because I have people I don’t know coming and staying in my house all the time [through Airbnb] and I am quite relaxed about things, but the other people I’ve spoken to they don’t really see the benefit: why would they have to sign up for Ecomodo while they have a group of friends they can ask if they need to borrow something?



(Connie)





The platform’s formalization of everyday transactions occurring in offline communities was also perceived as inconvenient (and possibly less genuine) by some interviewees.




In [my] community, you know, I would rather give it for free than… I wouldn’t necessarily go to great lengths to actually advertise on there.



(James)






4.5. Geographic Community


The importance of geographic communities for the functioning of Ecomodo’s business model was clear to its founders from the beginning of their entrepreneurial adventure. The platform was conceived to create a hyperlocal economy by building a peer-to-peer market around the shared use of local, under-utilized resources.




You can’t really [benefit from the fact that members come from all over the UK]. I mean it’s used very very locally. I mean, it’s all about communities; it’s what you call a hyper local website, which basically means that it’s using the power of the Internet, the power of the sort of global technologies, but it’s actually used on a very very local level to enhance communities. So, really the only resources that are on there that are useful to people in Guernsey are the ones that are in Guernsey. So, it’s developing lots of little hubs of activity.



(BBC radio, 21 September 2010)





However, Ecomodo treated geographic communities in the same way as any relational community.




With such a wide range of service, we asked Ecomodo’s co-founder, Tracy Currer, how the company goes about maintaining trust between its users. “On joining, people get a friend circle so when they invite friends, they’ll automatically join their friends circle,” said Currer. “Then they can join other circles or create their own. These can be based around a neighborhood, school, workplace or any kind of community group. Users can choose to borrow from or lend to anybody on the site, only people in their circles or just a specific circle.”



(Computer Shopper Magazine, January 2012)





For a geographic community to be created on Ecomodo, someone from the neighborhood needed to start a circle that others could subsequently join. This process would probably have been facilitated by the existence of some ties among neighbors. However, this was often not the case. In fact, many users joined Ecomodo and listed their belongings with the hope of being acquainted with their neighbors through their use of the platform. Thus, geographic communities (or the lack thereof) significantly contributed to the platform’s failure. Ecomodo users quickly became frustrated because they were unable to find anything useful in their neighborhood and eventually abandoned the platform.




In my area I haven’t seen much available. So, I’ve got into [Ecomodo] a couple of times, and I think there were like four or five things. And then I didn’t get into it anymore.



(Linda)







5. Recommendations for Practitioners


In this section, we lay out recommendations that are derived from the case study (Table 4) for the benefit of practitioners. We also contemplate on the relevance of the recommendations beyond the studied case.


Table 4. Recommendations for practitioners based on the Ecomodo case.





	Tend to both your producers and your consumers.



	Think about the added value of the platform for the different offline communities.



	Do not underestimate the needed behavioral change.









5.1. Tend to Both Your Producers and Your Consumers


Much of the design features that Ecomodo created—lending circles, deposits, contractual structure, and insurances—were intended to create producers’ trust in terms of putting their items out for lending. Much fewer features were created to make borrowing convenient for users. The only feature that was offered to users was the wanted ad. However, it was up to a producer to proactively browse the wanted ads and offer an item to a person who wanted to borrow one. At the end, many people were comfortable with giving out their stuff, but not many people were interested in borrowing items. In March 2015, when the company blog posted about ending its operations, 2094 products were on offer, but only one wanted ad was posted.



As mentioned in the results section, Ecomodo conducted consumer research before launching its platform. Noticing that trust was a major issue inhibiting people from lending their stuff, Ecomodo designed features to facilitate lending. However, there is little evidence that the platform entrepreneurs thought about convenience, which was central to borrowers, according to our data. People were not interested in using the platform because the things they needed were unavailable nearby. Additionally, many of the items that the producers were interested in lending out did not interest the users. For example, a lot of ladders were available on the service, but probably, people were not very interested in traveling far to get them. This set of factors links to the geographic community because to entice users, the platforms should ensure that enough items of interest are accessible within the relevant geographic community of a consumer. It seems likely that the more expensive an item, the greater the borrower’s willingness to travel. However, considering that many people are unwilling to travel more than 500 m on foot to access a shared car [20], it is likely that all platforms need to take the geographic communities into account.



Building a sharing economy platform becomes even more challenging because not only does the platform need to build local consumer and producer communities, but these also have to be created simultaneously. As evident in our data, many of the users joined the platform and searched if there was something they needed that was available in their neighborhood, but they then forgot about the platform since they did not perceive it as useful. Therefore, it is probably essential that for most users, the platform should immediately be useful because they are unwilling to give it too many chances if they do not find (on their first few attempts) what they are looking for.




5.2. Think about the Added Value of the Platform for the Different Offline Communities


The Ecomodo case illustrates the importance for sharing economy platforms to understand their value to different offline communities. The company did realize that the platform was tightly tied to local communities. It stated that the users would only benefit from local products and that the trusted circles were at the center of the platform design, signaling Ecomodo’s attempt to convince existing communities to join it. However, as shown in the user data, some misconceptions might have contributed to the company’s failure to facilitate lending on the platform.



First, design-wise, the company did not make any distinction between relational and geographic communities. Therefore, geographic communities, such as neighborhoods, would have needed existing social cohesion to create a trusted circle. However, based on the user data, Ecomodo users perceived the platform as a tool to connect with their neighbors. Therefore, the users expected the platform to create the social cohesion required to build the circles.



Second, the company focused much of its communication on persuading existing relational communities to join Ecomodo. However, these communities did not necessarily perceive the platform’s value. The users explained that usually, they first asked their friends for the items they wanted to borrow and only searched Ecomodo next. Additionally, some users mentioned that they did not like the idea of formalizing informal relationships by using such a platform. Therefore, existing relational communities might have had in place alternative ways to borrow the things they needed; thus, Ecomodo was not really interesting to them.



Peerby, a Dutch borrowing and lending platform, has a design feature to tackle the aforementioned challenges. When people want to borrow some items, their requests are automatically sent to other members in the same geographic area. The platform keeps widening a search until there is a match or 100 requests have been sent [8,29]. Therefore, the platform works to create links in geographic communities where people might not know their neighbors, thus creating value for them. This feature also probably leads to a higher amount of transactions.




5.3. Do Not Underestimate the Needed Behavioral Change


Ecomodo seemed to rely on people acting on their values of doing good for the community and working for sustainability. However, there seemed to be a major gap between people thinking that the platform was a good idea and they actually using it. This kind of a pattern has been noticed on a broader scale in the sharing economy. Hamari et al. [10] discovered that sustainability has a significant positive effect on people’s attitude toward sharing economy platforms but no influence on their behavioral intention of using these tools. This is known in sustainable consumption research as the value-action gap; consumers’ (environmental) values often do not translate into actual behavior [30].



We contextualize the value-action gap in peer-to-peer lending and borrowing platforms. The positive attitude toward the platform resulted in people joining it but not in using it in everyday transactions. This would have needed changes in the users’ behavior. The behavioral change that Ecomodo focused on was about building the trust necessary for producers to lend their items on the platform. However, the user data indicated that this was not the only behavioral change needed for people to be interested in online lending and borrowing. Producers also explained that they found it odd to ask money for lending items because they were used to doing it for free. Additionally, people had to overcome their habit of buying a seldom-used item by borrowing it instead. Therefore, using Ecomodo and materializing its sustainability benefits required substantial behavioral changes among its users. It is likely that this challenge partially inhibited the platform from going viral; changing routines and behavioral patterns would take time.





6. Discussion


The Ecomodo case raises the question of whether or not it is possible to build an economically viable for-profit lending and borrowing platform. The challenges are daunting. The platform should teach its producers to trust it and to ask money for lending that is usually done for free. The consumers have to be taught to search the platform first before buying an item. Considering how easy buying is, this challenge by itself is a substantial one to overcome [31]. Meanwhile, the platform needs to ensure that both its producer and consumer bases are growing simultaneously in the same geographic areas (preferably neighborhoods) and that the items that people want to lend are also those that people want to borrow. Considering the myriad problems, it is unsurprising that many of the early lending and borrowing platforms have not survived. Besides Ecomodo, Crowd Rent, Share Some Sugar, Thingloop, OhSoWe, and SnapGoods have been forced to end their operations [32]. Nevertheless, some new players in the market aim for growth. Recently, the aforementioned Dutch lending and borrowing platform Peerby raised $2.2 million in a crowdfunding campaign, and Fat Lama, a similar platform operating in the USA and the UK, received over $10 million in venture capital money [33,34]. Time will tell if the other platforms’ challenges will be overcome by a clever platform design and if the opportunity is right for people to start using the platforms on a larger scale.



It seems the chances of survival are significantly higher among companies that focus on sharing platforms for one type of expensive asset, such as cars or homes. It is difficult to claim anything certain about the profitability of a peer-to-peer car rental because many of the companies are in their growth stages and have been granted large sums of venture capital money. However, the companies have reported rapidly increasing revenues [35]; for example, in the US, the fast growth in the peer-to-peer carsharing segment has been noted [36]. In the homesharing sector, the market leader Airbnb has not only reached profitability [37], but its business is booming as well; it beats the largest hotel chains in both the number of listings and market valuation [38].



One reason for the higher success of homesharing and carsharing companies compared with lending and borrowing platforms is probably the fact that the carsharing and the homesharing suppliers are actually earning money. For instance, the main motivation of suppliers in peer-to-peer carsharing has been reported to be economically driven; car owners want to make money with their under-utilized assets [36,39]. Considering the Ecomodo case, it would seem unlikely that people could have earned large sums of money by lending mundane objects, such as ladders, so the motivation to work as a supplier relied mainly on people’s willingness to contribute to environmental sustainability. Although this aim led people to join the platform, it seemed that it did not translate into significant efforts to use the platform.



However, other factors probably contribute to the success of carsharing and homesharing platforms besides earning possibilities. The required behavioral changes on the consumer side are unlikely to be as significant as they are with borrowing and lending platforms. People who need an item have to develop the habit of browsing the platform first before buying the product. With carsharing and homesharing, many people are already used to resorting to similar services, such as booking accommodations when traveling abroad or renting a car for occasional use. Peer-to-peer carsharing companies have themselves enforced this habitual link by presenting themselves as less costly alternatives to car rentals [40].



If people’s existing habits explain part of the success of sharing economy platforms, it does not reflect well on the sustainability promises of the sharing economy. For example, if peer-to-peer carsharing is used mainly to replace car rental services, the service does not significantly change people’s modes of mobility and therefore does not increase sustainable consumption patterns. So far, the indicative results on the sustainability effects of peer-to-peer carsharing support this argument by showing minor behavioral changes in terms of the number of kilometers driven with a car [19,23]. This stands in contrast to the older business-to-consumer (B2C) carsharing services, whose effects on mobility behavior have been demonstrated in many studies; joining a carsharing scheme significantly reduces the mileage driven with private cars and the carbon footprints of the users [41,42]. This difference might be due to the fact that many of the B2C services are designed in a way that makes them replacements for private cars [43]. However, this effect also hampers their growth because users’ behavioral patterns are slow to change [44].



Täusher and Kiezmann [12] have identified the high costs of developing supply and demand because of the need to change consumer behavior as one of the reasons for the failure of some sharing economy platforms. We further elaborate on this argument. The sharing economy platforms serving in different sectors must approach the geographic element of supply and demand with different strategies. Lending and borrowing and carsharing platforms have to ensure the geographic proximity between producers and consumers; otherwise, transactions cannot occur [45]. Homesharing platforms most likely function the other way around; they are mainly used to book accommodations in foreign countries and cities. Therefore, the consumers do not look for rental places close to home but in distant geographic regions. Therefore, for these platforms, it is important to acquire suppliers from as many cities and countries as possible because it increases the value of the platforms. Accommodations for different trips can be booked by using the same platform with a familiar user interface, and the user profile accumulates its digital reputation through the platform’s feedback system. These mechanisms are commonly referred to as network effects; each new person on the network increases its value for other people in it.



Interestingly, although geographic communities are not important for creating transactions in homesharing, these platforms have facilitated the creation of such communities. Airbnb creates local communities in the cities where it operates [46], and Couchsurfing organizes local member gatherings [47]. It is not perfectly clear why homesharing platforms are interested in geographic communities. It has been shown that participating in the gatherings positively correlates to the sense of community among the platform users [47]. However, research on the importance of the sense of community in motivating people to use sharing economy platforms is controversial. Some studies have found that this factor does motivate users [17,23], several have noted that the motivation varies across platforms [48], and others have reported that communality is not important and even unwanted by the users [49].



The controversies in terms of the significance of consumers lead us to our first suggestion for further research: more studies should be conducted on the meaning of the communities to different kinds of platform entrepreneurs and users. In terms of users, studies using vast empirical settings spanning countries, platforms, and user roles (producer or consumer) would be useful in explaining which factors account for the importance of communities. One working hypothesis might be that the sense of community and doing good works are more important to producers than to consumers. Many studies have documented the significance of these values among producers [17,23,39], whereas consumers have often been demonstrated to be motivated primarily by personal enjoyment and economic factors [10,48,49]. Additionally, the platforms’ interest in facilitating communality should be studied. One possible explanation here is that platforms try to create lock-ins with producers, which has been documented as an important factor for the sharing economy platform’s survival [12]. However, it is easy to imagine alternative explanations as well. For example, it has been suggested that many sharing economy platforms emphasize environmental and communal values to convince regulators of their positive societal effects [50,51].



Another potential avenue for further research stemming from our study comprises the behavioral and the routine aspects of using sharing services. It is well recognized in the scientific community that using sharing economy platforms requires new mechanisms of building trust among users who have not known one another beforehand [52,53,54]. However, as demonstrated in our study, the behavioral and the routine changes are central to the success of the sharing economy platforms as well. Research on understanding such changes has also been suggested by earlier studies [55] but has rarely been addressed [56]. This issue seems especially important when thinking about the sustainability of the sharing economy. Services that could have a significant effect on sustainability probably require changes in people’s behavior (e.g., from buying to borrowing) but suffer from a much slower adoption rate compared with those that serve existing behavioral patterns. Therefore, research on how these behavioral changes could be facilitated could significantly help sharing economy services deliver on their sustainability promises.



It would also be valuable to know whether some communities are unwanted by the sharing economy platforms. Communities are usually framed as being positive contributors to these platforms, but it is easy to imagine situations where the creation of certain communities might not have beneficial effects on the platforms. For example, strong geographic communities can exit to create their own platforms. This phenomenon happened to the recycling platform Freecycle from the US, where a large segment of the UK user community broke away from Freecycle to found their own platform called Freegle because they disagreed with Freecycle’s management [57].



Finally, we are calling for research that observes the sharing economy from different sides of the platform simultaneously. Usually, studies examine either the consumers [48] or the producers [39] or the platform itself [11]. Apart from our study, only a few others have taken a multifaceted view on the platforms [17]. However, investigating the different sides simultaneously can answer many practice-relevant questions. Do the design efforts of the platforms achieve their aims? How do the needs and the wants of the producers and the consumers meet, and how can the platforms address the differences? How do the goals of the online community and the platform entrepreneur differ, and what kinds of issues arise from the differences? Answering these questions could significantly help in designing better platforms and provide insights on why some platforms succeed and others fail.




7. Limitations


The most significant limitations of this study stem from the fact that we have only 10 user interviews, which represent a small percentage of all users of the Ecomodo platform. Therefore, we do not know to what extent the interviewed users’ comments are representative of those of the whole population. Moreover, we do not claim that we have captured the significance of the communities for Ecomodo users entirely or have comprehensively explained the reason for the platform’s failure. Instead, we have illustrated some of the issues emerging between a lending and borrowing platform such as Ecomodo and online and offline communities. With these observations, we have offered insights into the problems with making such a sharing economy platform economically sustainable. Another limitation arises from the fact that we have studied a single platform. Although we do not claim that our findings are representative of (or generalizable to) all sharing economy platforms, many of the uncovered issues concerning communities are not unique to Ecomodo. Thus, our findings could contribute to better research designs in the future.
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Appendix A


Interview Guide—Part IV (Ecomodo)

	
Could you tell me when and how you first heard about Ecomodo?



	
Could you describe the motivations that led you to join Ecomodo?



	
Have your initial expectations been met?



	
What were, if any, the main uncertainties and barriers you faced in making the decision to join Ecomodo?



	
What positively influenced and contributed to your decision to join Ecomodo?



	
What kinds of people do you imagine are using Ecomodo?



	
How often do you use the Ecomodo website and for what purposes?



	
Have you already borrowed something through Ecomodo? Is there any reason for that?



	
What items might you be happy to lend through Ecomodo? Is there a particular reason for that?



	
How do you imagine the experience of lending and borrowing through Ecomodo would be?



	
What would possibly be the positive outcomes for you of lending and borrowing through Ecomodo?



	
What might be the possible drawbacks?



	
Overall, how do you evaluate a service such as Ecomodo?
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