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Sharing, Collaborative Consumption and Web 2.0 

 
 

Nicholas John 
 

ABSTRACT 

 

This paper explores the connection between collaborative consumption and technology, in 

particular the internet, smartphones and social network sites (SNSs). Based on a content 
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INTRODUCTION  

 

This paper explores the connection between collaborative consumption and technology, in 

particular the internet, smartphones and social network sites (SNSs). Based on content 

analysis of 63 newspaper articles about collaborative consumption, it is argued that 

collaborative consumption is constructed as a high-tech phenomenon in three main ways: 

first, technology is depicted as enabling collaborative consumption; second, technology is 

said to be driving collaborative consumption, as it is argued that online practices of sharing 

(on Twitter and Facebook) are encouraging offline practices of sharing; and third, the 

terminology and metaphors used in talk about collaborative consumption can be seen as 

deriving from the world of high-tech start-ups. 

 

This study of collaborative consumption is part of a larger research project into sharing (see 

especially Belk, 2010) as a keyword for today’s society (for a preliminary overview, see John, 

2013-b; on the concept of keywords, see Williams, 1983). Sharing is the constitutive activity 

of Web 2.0 
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(here they tell the story of the Valley Stream Wal-Mart stampede of 2008, in which a store 

employee lost his life) who care more about owning things than their relationships with other 

people (or as they put it, ‘the things you own end up owning you’ (ibid: 15)). However, rather 

than proposing a radically alternative social order, collaborative consumption aims at 

offering the same ‘pleasures of ownership’ as regular consumerism, but ‘with reduced 

personal cost and burden, and lower environmental impact’.5 

 

METHODOLOGY 

 

The research presented in this article uses methods associated with grounded theory, 

whereby the field is approached without a preformed theory to be tested in light of the data 

(Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Grounded theory is especially suitable for 

the research presented here: as mentioned above, the stimulus for the research was the 

observation that the motif of technology is recurrent in presentations of collaborative 

consumption, and the preliminary objective of the study was to understand and characterize 

this motif with no prior commitment to any particular theory. This is not to say that one 

approaches the field with no knowledge of it or the theoretical issues that may be pertinent to 

it. Indeed, as Dey put it, ‘there is a difference between an open mind and an empty head’ 

(Dey, 1993 in Strauss & Corbin, 1998: 47). 

 

The main corpus of data on which this article is based is comprised of newspaper articles that 

discuss collaborative consumption and that were published in major news publications 

between May 2010 and April 2012. After filtering out similar articles (such as when a 

newspaper runs a story that had previously been published elsewhere), a search of 

LexisNexis’ database of ‘major world publications’ for ‘collaborative consumption’ yielded 84 

newspaper articles. Of these, 20 were excluded from the analysis on the grounds that they did 

not discuss collaborative consumption in any substantive manner (for instance, articles of 

less than 150 words; notices 
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related through the use of the word ‘sharing’. Finally, I present the terminology and 

metaphors used in talk about collaborative consumption as technological.  

 

Technology as enabler 

 

By viewing technology as an enabler, the newspaper articles tend to draw on one of two 

narratives: first, that technology is enabling processes that are being driven by financial and 

environmental concerns; and second, that technology is enabling processes that express 

behaviors that are described as age-old, tribal, or innately human. 

 

The most neutral views of the role of technology in the growth of collaborative consumption 

merely note that social media and networks are being used by consumers. ‘Consumers tend 
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infrastructure for collaborative consumption, or as a necessary condition for the success of 

collaborative consumption. 
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Technology as driver 

 

The basic argument made by those journalists endorsing the view that communications 

technologies are driving collaborative consumption is that people are reproducing the pro-

social behaviors that they are practicing online in offline situations, with the polysemic 

concept of ‘sharing’ serving as a key notion bridging online and offline activities, or, as put 

concisely by the headline of an article in The New York Times, we are ‘Learning to Share, 

Thanks to the Web’ (Goodman, 2010: 2). Put differently, the assertion is that ‘[s]ites such as 

Zopa, swaptree and Airbnb show that the web is changing the way people consume’ 

(Walmsley, 2011: 12). In this section, I shall try to show how journalists substantiate this 

causal argument. 

 

Before demonstrating the view of technology as a driver of collaborative consumption, I 

would first like to show how the two are sometimes represented as different but related 

expressions of another factor, namely, our increased desire to share. This rhetorical bridging 

can be seen in an interview given by consumer behavior analyst, Joanna Feeley, in which she 

says: ‘From car-sharing and bicycle-rental schemes, to sharing stories, habits and tastes 

across social media, people are increasingly inclined to share’ (Roberts, 2012). Despite having 

quite different logics, sharing stories in social media (updating statuses or tweeting) and 

sharing cars are both seen as expressing a growing inclination ‘to share’. Similarly, Botsman 

was quoted in The New York Times arguing that ‘[f]armers’ markets and Facebook have a lot 

in common. All around us we're seeing a renewed belief in the importance of community, in 

both the physical and virtual worlds’ (Lipinski, 2010: 1). 

 

In newspaper articles and features about collaborative consumption, technology, and 

especially SNSs, is represented as a driving force in a number of discrete ways. At the 

simplest level, collaborative consumption is, inter alia, ‘a natural extension of social 

network
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A similar argument is more explicitly made by J. David Goodman (2010: 2) in The New York 

Times, where we are told that ‘some scholars10 say that the Internet—by fostering 

collaboration on a communal, open platform—has changed the way Americans think about 

sharing and ownership. Collaborative habits online are beginning to find expression in the 

real world’. This idea is also expressed by Katherine Boyle (2012), albeit with a dose of 

sarcasm. First, she quotes Craig Shapiro, founder of ‘a venture capital fund that invests in 

companies that subscribe to the sharing ethos’, who says, ‘In only one generation, we've 

applied this idea of sharing offline, and it's become socially acceptable to share . . . the most 

personal of things’, to which Boyle (2012: 1) comments, ‘Which is why it doesn't seem weird 

to share ties and toys with strangers’, before pointedly adding, ‘You've already shared your 

sonogram with 4,317 of your closest Facebook friends’ . Once again we see how the concept of 

sharing helps bridge online and offline activities: we share such intimate details online (the 

sonogram—an image from inside someone’s body—stands here for the ultimate in the 

intimate and personal), that we have no problem sharing stuff with other people offline. The 

argument, we should note, i
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Peer-to-peer 

 

The term peer-to-peer, or P2P, refers to a specific type of network configuration, namely one 

in which the various members are connected to one another directly, or through other 

members, but not through a central hub. As defined by Michel Bauwens (2011: 42), it is ‘any 

system which allows agents to freely and permissionlessly interact with each other’
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consumption as a movement rooted in cutting-edge technologies. The technological veneer 
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