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Sharing & Caring focuses ‘on the development of collaborative economy models and platforms 
and on social and technological implications of the collaborative economy through a practice-
focused approach’. The Action also has the objective of formulating a European research 
agenda for the socio-technical aspects of the collaborative economy, including specifically the 
design of future technological platforms and their technical infrastructure, which is the scope 
of this deliverable (D2.2).  

This white paper is largely based on a scientific paper written by three authors (from three 
different countries) of the Working Group 2: Susanne Bødker, Myriam Lewkowicz, and 
Alexander Boden: “What’s in a word? Platforms Supporting the Platform Economy”, that was 
presented at the 11th Nordic Conference on Human-Computer Interaction: Shaping 
Experiences, Shaping Society (NordiCHI ’20), that took place in October in Tallinn, Estonia 
[Bødker et al, 2020].  

D2.2 is organized as follows: First, we discuss the term “platform”, and the link between 
sharing economy communities and their technological components. It leads us to refer to the 
work conducted in this Working Group 2, focusing on existing platforms, that allowed us to 
build a catalogue of functionalities of existing platforms (D2.1). It is indeed important to know 
what exists before giving directions for the future development of platforms. We then compare 
this catalogue to the way platforms have been analysed in the literature, as mediators, which 
allows us to identify the directions in which to go in order to support sharing economy 
communities.  

D2.2 contributes to the ongoing critique of the sharing economy narrative, questioning the 
commodification of collaboration [Avram et al. 2019], and engaging in building platforms for a 
caring economy that values cooperation as an emancipatory practice [Bassetti et al. 2019]. 
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Platforms, a need for further conceptualization 
 
In the discussion of the sharing/collaborative/platform economy, the term “platform” is usually 
used broadly in the sense of “a set of digital frameworks for social and marketplace 
interactions”, which “organize and structure economic and social activity” [Kenney and 
Zysman 2016]. 

In this understanding, platforms serve as mediators for sharing goods and providing services, 
and they provide mechanisms such as payment or reputation management to support these 
transactions: For instance, Airbnb or Uber allow people to broker flats or rides and the platform 
acts as an intermediary between users (consumers and producers) of services. 

However, these definitions have not been very helpful in our attempt to address the 
technologies involved. When looking at existing platforms, we started to use the term 
“platform” when talking about the technological basis, infrastructure or functionality underlying 
a particular sharing economy community, but we soon acknowledged that this was less 
straightforward and our quest for useful definitions started. From a technical point of view, a 
platform might be understood as a framework of libraries, services and APIs on which new 
services can be built. Examples would be Android as a generic mobile platform for building 
Apps, or Amazon Web Services as a back-end for building cloud-based services. For instance, 
Gazawhnez and Helfriedsson [Ghazawneh and Henfridsson 2013] quote Tiwana et al. 
[Tiwana et al. 2010, p. 676] and refer to software platforms as the extensible codebase of a 
software-based system that provides core functionality shared by the modules that 
interoperate with it and the interfaces through which they operate. In Information Systems and 
other socio-technical literature, definitions are supplementary and slightly less technical. 

For instance [Tilson et al. 2012] define digital infrastructures as: “the constitutive information 
technologies and organizational structures, along with the related services and facilities 
necessary for an enterprise or industry to function” (p. 1324). 

While the latter part of this points to the usefulness of also considering organizational and 
other elements, it seems to also point to more formal organizations, which is less appropriate 
for our community cases. Nonetheless, the definition also points to a distinction between digital 
and non-digital platforms, the latter being called sometimes, confusingly, technological 
platforms. These elements are indeed also relevant for our Action, in which e.g. community 
members make use of particular places to meet, in addition to which communities make use 
of a variety of technical infrastructures, from roads and heating, to money and other forms of 
payment. 

The definition of technological platforms for the sharing or platform economy is hence different 
from what is considered a platform in most technological definitions, leading us to a wish to 
refine and discuss the definitions in this overlapping field. 

We realize, however, that sharing economy communities are, in essence, quite different when 
it comes to how they are technologically supported: For some, the community comes first, and 
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then one or several technologies have been specifically developed [e.g., Fedosov et al. 2021] 
and/or meshed together to support the joint activities of the community [e.g., Bødker et al. 
2016]. This is true when particular communities organize themselves through existing social 
networking tools, e.g., Facebook (groups), or even when they adopt bespoke supporting digital 
services, e.g., members and resource management systems like MyTurn.com. Or when 
others combine Facebook with Google docs and email distribution lists. Other forms of 
communities are entirely bound to a particular technological platform: For instance, the 
Wikipedia community developing and using Wikipedia, or food recirculation happening mainly 
through To Good To Go, or ridesharing through BlaBlaCar, and the like. For these, the purpose 
of the community and the functionality of the platform are deeply interwoven. For the purpose 
of our study, we adopt a broader understanding of platforms as mediators that provide 
certain functionalities for communities around the sharing of digital or physical goods. 

A catalogue of platforms’ functionalities as a design space 
 

In the first part of our work as Working Group 2, we systematically collected features of existing 
platforms (big and smaller) across various domains impacted by the collaborative economy. 
By this exploratory approach, we aimed at an understanding of how the platforms function, 
mapping out what means of interaction they offer (the functionalities that those platforms 
share), how those functionalities are implemented in the particular cases we studied (the 
mechanisms of the platforms), and what consequences this might have for the communities 
that are using them (Figure 1).  

Since the interest of Sharing&Caring is oriented towards the practices of everyday activity in 
local communities (in interaction with WG1), and their everyday use of possibly several 
technologies, we foresee the result of this analysis as useful to support a local community in 
exploring the design space and making design decisions.  

The first use of the catalogue is then to help communities to better reflect their options and 
make design decisions towards improving their technical infrastructures, where groups of 
features can be explored as alternatives and possible means of achieving a certain objective.  

The catalogue presents a set of design patterns in the sense of pattern-oriented development 
processes [Lukosch and Schümmer 2006] but aims at a higher level that is more easily 
accessible for practitioners as ’meta designers’ of their own technical infrastructures [Fischer 
and Giaccardi 2006], showing some examples of implemented mechanisms for each 
functionality (illustrated with screenshots for instance), the possibility for members of these 
local initiatives to navigate these functionalities, and to select the ones that seem pertinent for 
their situation.  

This is how this online catalogue could support the identification and the narrowing of the 
design space for the technology supporting the particular local initiative. We envision the role 
of a facilitator [Bødker 2000; Hartswood et al. 2000] who would present the catalogue to 
communities’ members, who could then identify recurring functionalities, and define the pieces 
that they would like to assemble. By enabling members to understand the available 
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technology, they may act as bricoleurs [Cabitza and Simone 2015], building their 
infrastructure. 

 

FIGURE 1: ONLINE CATALOGUES OF EXISTING PLATFORMS' FUNCTIONALITIES - 
HTTP://SHARINGANDCARING.EU/PLATFORM-FUNCTIONALITIES 

However, for the moment, this catalogue only reflects existing platforms, and if we envision to 
use it to inform practitioners and designers about the design space, we needed to figure out if 
this empirical collection is covering all the potential aspects of the sharing economy or if some 
were overlooked. We then compared this empirical work with the different characteristics of 
platforms for the sharing economy communities identified in existing literature surveys. In 
particular, we decided to analyse the results of our collective work on the identification of the 
core functionalities of platforms through the results of the extensive literature review (435 
publications from 10 research areas) conducted by Sutherland and Jarrahi [Sutherland and 
Jarrahi 2018], who define ‘technology’ in the sharing economy “by describing its emergence 
from interactions with humans strategies and goals” (p. 332). 
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Platforms as mediators of communities, what may be missing? 
How do platforms mediate?  
Facing the mix of terminology and practices, Sutherland and Jarrahi (2018) use the term 
"sharing economy mediator" as to point to specific technologies that mediate interactions that 
serve the sharing economy. They pursue the ways actors envision their relationship with the 
platform(s) in order to achieve their sharing and collaborative exchange: Generating flexibility, 
match-making, extending reach, managing transactions, trust building, facilitating collectivity. 

Generating flexibility describes how platforms provide access to resources, and if this is 
possible in a rapid, ad-hoc fashion, or not. It also means flexibility in terms of roles that 
participants can take in contributing (from consumers to producers for instance). This is also 
related to workers’ flexibility and the potential negative impacts of functionality pushing people 
to work at certain times. 

Match-making refers to how platforms bring participants together, based on their needs and 
offers. It usually refers to functionalities such as algorithmic assignments, as well as means 
for filtering, evaluating or searching. It also covers the reputation systems based on profile 
representations of the platforms’ members. 

Extending reach is related to scale (reaching more people and reaching across distance) and 
network effect. It is concerned with the depth of the platform in terms of how many re- sources 
can be accessed, internally or by reference to external connections. It thus also describes the 
heterogeneity of the provided resources and peers. 

Managing transactions describes how well a platform supports the logistics of exchanging 
goods and services, for instance by providing means of payment, insurance or security, and if 
the platform also serves as a bookkeeper for transactions, or even as a digital workspace. 

Trust building refers to functionalities of a platform for cultivating confidence between peers, 
usually by providing legitimacy systems that help participants in building trust with each other 
as well as the platform, either by technical features (rating, reviews) or by means of policies 
(deanonymization, code of conduct). It also refers to, so-called “systems trust” [Cheshire, 
2011], that is the trust in a supporting platform, in particular trust in the searching and matching 
algorithms that usually lack transparency. 

Facilitating collectivity is concerned with the role of platforms for community building. Social 
capital plays an important role here, as well as connections with social movements and 
providing a feeling of collective action among the participants. The only digital feature 
mentioned in this category is badge systems that can encourage people to participate in 
causes. 

Prior research has illustrated several interpersonal, socio-technical and organizational 
challenges that local communities face (see e.g., [Fedosov et al. 2019]). Namely, they 
summarized the key challenges related to (a) transience among and anonymity of members 
of local resource sharing organizations; (b) poor visibility of the activities of their members and 
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lack of accountability for shared resources; (c) emergent issues of trust and reciprocity within 
membership and supporting online exchange platforms; (d) limited access to shared 
resources for underprivileged populations; (e) failure to clearly convey social and personal 
benefits of participation; (f) lack of competitiveness, such as lack of public profile and long-
term funding, compared with multinational corporations; and (g) piecemeal use of interactive 
technologies to support their activities. 

As we are aiming at supporting these local communities in exploring the design space for 
supporting their collaborative activities, we found it useful to map mediation types of digital 
platforms (from [Sutherland and Jarrahi 2018]) and their functionalities, which we identified 
empirically by looking at existing platforms. This mapping (Table 1) is an attempt to identify 
existing functionalities and potentially discover design opportunities to support local 
communities.  

TABLE 1: AFFORDANCES IDENTIFIED IN [SUTHERLAND AND JARRAHI 2018] (LEFT) MAPPED TO 
IDENTIFIED FUNCTIONALITIES (ONLINE CATALOGUE, D2.1) 

Type of mediation Notes Functionalities (from the 
catalogue) 

Flexibility Ways of accessing resources Connecting, Searching, 
Sharing, Lurking, Remixing 

Match Making Ways of bringing people 
together 

Publishing offers/requests, 
Collecting, Comparing, 
Matching 

Extending Reach Ways of reaching more people 
and reaching across distance 

Bridging 

Transaction Management Ways of supporting the 
logistics of exchanging goods 
and services 

Publishing offers/requests, 
Contracting, Paying 

Trust Building Ways of cultivating confidence 
between peers 

Presenting oneself, Rating, 
Reviewing, Having a 
conversation 

Collectivity Ways of building and 
sustaining the community 

 

 

Table 1 shows how the functionalities that we have identified and outlined above can be 
mapped into the dimensions identified in [Sutherland and Jarrahi 2018]. Here, we identify that 
most of the functionalities support accessing resources, and managing transactions, including 
the match-making step and trust building, whereas none supports collectivity, and few 
mechanisms support is extending reach. 

How to better support sharing economy communities with 
technology?  
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As shown above, we identified two mediating strategies that seem to be missing in the 
platforms that we studied in different domains: Extending reach and collectivity.  

Local communities would benefit from features helping them to reach more members (or 
people in general), and to improve onboarding and sustain participation in their communities. 
This observation ties in with the work on community-oriented technologies from Cabitza et al 
[Cabitza et al. 2015] that identified specific design principles for “conviviality”, and in the work 
from Bassetti et al [Bassetti et al. 2019] that raises the importance of supporting relational and 
social values when designing for autonomous cooperation ("cooperation that has not (yet?) 
been disciplined by capital and that can point to forms of social change" p. 258). Additionally, 
this resonates with the recent research of Fedosov et al. [2021], which offered two sets of 
design considerations to improve the endurance and growth of local resource-sharing 
communities. Specifically, they suggested designers focus on (1) fostering willingness for 
interpersonal encounters within the community membership and (2) leveraging online 
information to promote continued participation in the community. There are a number of ways 
to implement these two strategies on the level of platform design. For the first strategy, they 
discussed the progressive self-disclosure technique [Fedosov et al. 2018] as a way not only 
to encourage incremental involvement in the community but also to potentially de-anonymize 
the community membership. For the second strategy, they explored how collecting and 
sharing the members’ digital histories of use [Fedosov et al. 2018]  could increase the visibility 
of largely unseen members’ practices. Both strategies deem beneficial in supporting 
community cohesion over time. In the next section, we are building on the gap that we 
identified and discuss what it would mean to particularly support collectivity. 

 

Supporting Collectivity 
 

Collectivity highlights a sense of belonging together within communities as well as of shared 
values. It is based on a shared identity and interests [Fernback and Thompson 1995] and can 
result from experiences of collective effervescence in the sense of an elated feeling of 
togetherness in collective experiences (see [Durkheim 1965]). While the literature highlights 
collectivity as an important aspect of the sharing economy phenomenon [Sutherland and 
Jarrahi 2018], WG2 members hardly found any mechanisms and functionalities that explicitly 
support communities in collectivitization into larger social movements. While arguably some 
of the identified mechanisms support aspects of collectivity implicitly (such as building trust 
and enabling participation), the ’social’ aspect of the participation is something that often is 
not directly enhanced by the design (see for example [Möhlmann and Zalmanson 2017]). 

On the one hand, this could be a consequence of a certain focus on the transactions that are 
enabled by the platforms and their main purpose, from an economic perspective. On the other 
hand, it might be reasoned that the aspect of collectivity is an inherent property of the 
technology, which enables social interactions and thus a feeling of participation just by 
providing free access and matchmaking functionalities (in a way, early examples of community 
platforms such as Lee Felsenstein’s "Community Memory" from the 1970s where targeted at 
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enhancing collectively just by allowing people to interact with each other digitally, see 
[Felsenstein 2016]). 

Looking at smaller sharing communities (see e.g., WG1’s ethnographic case studies) shows 
that such communities are dependent on a certain level of pre-existing trust and social capital, 
and benefit from their local focus. However, when such communities attempt to scale beyond 
the level of a very basic technological platform, this might not work as well. Also, in the light of 
the wish to establish sharing communities as a more sustainable alternative to classical 
models of consumerism, driven by more altruistic and community-driven motives rather than 
profit-oriented ones, there is the argument to be made that supporting collectivity should be a 
central premise. This is something that is still lacking in current implementations, at least from 
a design perspective or sometimes even explicitly hindered, as the example of Mechanical 
Turkers starting their own platforms to self-organize illustrates [Wang et al. 2017]. 

As examples from the literature on distributed collaboration show, collectivity is not easily 
supported and obtained by digital means (see [Al-Ani and Redmiles 2009; Boden et al. 2009a; 
Olson and Olson 2000]). At the same time, there can be different sides to collectivity, that 
need to be taken into account and adapted to the context. As the long-standing discussion of 
"social capital" as network ties of "goodwill, mutual support, shared language, shared norms, 
social trust and a sense of mutual obligation that people can derive value from” [Huysman et 
al. 2004] has shown, such concepts can be paradoxical and contradictory: On the one hand, 
social capital can be seen as an asset, a sort of “social glue” holding together communities, 
thus promoting cooperative behavior in general [Cohen and Prusak 2001; Putnam et al. 2000]. 
On the other hand, it can also exclude people from access in the first place, and even become 
a liability if it hinders open discourse about divergent ideas [Boden et al. 2009b]. 

Sharing&Caring action aims at enabling sharing cultures [Light 2015] and moving from sharing 
to caring. Caring can be seen as the way "people relate to and shape their own tools, shape 
and are shaped by their objects of care at the interface level, and co-create/negotiate 
meanings on the surface of the artifacts" [Cabitza and Locoro 2016, p. 122]. Praxeological 
approaches [Kuutti and Bannon 2014; Wulf et al. 2018] as well as interactionist perspectives 
[Orlikowski and Iacono 2001], that are sensitive to the multi-perspectivity, historic [Bødker 
1993] and sometimes contradictory nature of socio-technical systems [Liegl et al. 2016], offer 
a solid foundation for the attempt to design for collectivity. They are acknowledging the 
inherent contradictions and challenges of this endeavour, while drawing from a rich pool of 
socio-technical design studies that could be a useful resource for communities, for instance 
serving as illustrating examples in our catalogue.  

Ultimately, Subaşı et al. [2021] mapped the emergent space of sharing and cooperativism, 
discussing the ecosystemic approach to the design of future sharing platforms. Through a 
critical interrogation of existing sharing economy platforms from the design justice [Costanza-
Chock 2020] perspective at an international NordiCHI’20 workshop [Subaşı et al. 2020] that 
included a diverse group of scholars, designers, and activists, they concluded that design 
efforts towards solidarity and collectivism could open new opportunities for the non-profit 
models of sharing economies, which aims to create value within the local communities they 
operate. We hope that our catalogue paired with such inclusive, equitable, and people-
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oriented design goals will inspire design research and practice to develop long-lived 
techniques and methods for future sharing platforms to improve sharing cultures in the 
environment we aspire. 
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