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Abstract
The sharing economy (SE) has become a prominent theme in a broad variety of 
research domains in the last decade. With conceptions from an increasing range of 
theoretical perspectives, SE literature is disperse and disconnected, with a great pro‑
liferation of definitions and related terms which hinder organized and harmonious 
research. This study carries out a systematic literature review from 1978 to Sep‑
tember 2020, uncovering 50 definitions as units of analysis. The authors, through 
a qualitative–interpretative analysis, review definitions, identify perspectives, and 
critically assess their conceptual nature on an evolutionary basis. Findings show that 
despite the SE has been extending its routes and approaches, it is far from a stock 
of conceptual grounds. The paper makes three contributions. First, we portray SE 
within a common evolutionary framework by developing it as a life cycle model. 
Second, we clarify the definitional and terminological jungle. And third, we suggest 
a new definition that can enrich the discussion.
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1  Introduction

Sharing economy research faces an uncontrolled emergence of related terms and 
definitions, due to its rise to the forefront of entrepreneurship, innovation, tech‑
nology and management (Bouncken et  al. 2020; Bouncken and Reuschl 2018; 
Muñoz and Cohen 2017). This has triggered a proliferation of contributions, con‑
tinuously expanding its nature and scope. This growth is not without controversy, 
in part because of the diversity of approaches and definitions (Filser et al. 2020; 
Hossain 2020; Paik et al. 2019), in part because of its profound economic, social, 
legal and political implications (Codagnone and Martens 2016), in addition to the 
limited empirical contributions (Laurenti et al. 2019), which have led to contra‑
diction, confusion, and complexity surrounding its identity. Therefore, this study 
aims to contribute to determining the nature and scope of the SE through exam‑
ining the conceptual evolution, by organizing definitions and terms, identifying 
perspectives, and providing an evolutionary framework to facilitate theory devel‑
opment and guide future research.

Beyond the interest to study the SE at an institutional level (European Com‑
mission 2017, 2018; U.S. Department of the Treasury 2019), the economic and 
social relevance of the increasingly employed activities encompassed within the 
SE is unquestionable. To mention some examples, 26% of U.S. Internet users par‑
ticipated in SE services and these figures are predicted to rise to 41% in 2021 
(eMarketer 2019). Further, the number of active “peer-to-peer” or sharing plat‑
forms in the Europe Union in 2017 was around 500, of which at least 4% were 
considered to be extremely significant, as they received more than 100,000 visits 
a day, generating revenues of more than $4,000 million and facilitating transac‑
tions of more than $25,000 million (European Commission 2017).

At the academic level, the growing relevance of the SE is undeniable, and this 
is reflected from various points of view. In the Web of Science (WoS) database 
alone, about 1,400 articles and reviews addressing SE-related topics can be found 
until 15 September 2020, of which more than 87% have been published since 
2017. These articles have been published in more than 390 journals, which also 
shows the growing demand for journals that are open to publishing work in this 
area. Moreover, these publications relate to very diverse research domains, such 
as business, management, tourism and hospitality, environmental sciences, com‑
puter science, economics, and to a lesser extent to areas such as legal sciences, 
urban planning and development, and sociology.

But what has been happening with the SE? After the first and occasional con‑
tribution on the SE at the end of the 1970s (Felson and Spaeth 1978), there fol‑
lowed a period of lack of interest in this concept, which then rose to the very cut‑
ting edge of management in the late 2000s, 2010s and has continued rising until 
today, linked not only to the proliferation of companies and SE activities but also 
as a social phenomenon (Botsman and Rogers 2010). Thus, on the positive side, 
from 2010 onwards, there has been an explosion of research work, continuing to 
this day, which has increased the understanding of various consumer, business 
and government behaviors around the practices, production, and consumption 
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derived from SE-businesses (Eckhardt et  al. 2019; Hossain 2020). Despite this 
outburst, scholars have not fully agreed upon either a definition of the sharing 
economy or a framework to guide further research, and we continue to miss the 
‘big’ picture. The problem seems to be that extant previous theoretical analyses of 
the SE have focused on analyzing transversal issues common to many SE activi‑
ties, such as for example, examining the role of digital platforms (Sutherland and 
Jarrahi 2018), assessing the competitive effects (Zervas et al. 2017), or identify‑
ing the sustainability basis of the concept (Curtis and Lehner 2019). Thus, under 
the concept sharing economy, we find disconnected literature which prompts a 
floating state of the SE conceptual framework. Thus, although bibliometric (e.g. 
Filser et  al. 2020; Kraus et  al. 2020; Laurenti et  al. 2019) and systematic (e.g. 
Curtis and Lehner 2019; Hossain 2020) review studies have been carried out in 
recent years that had helped to study the nature and scope of the SE, these works 
have focused mainly on studying this field from a quantitative exploration of pub‑
lished papers features, or on general analysis of extant literature in this field. As 
a step further, due to the fuzziness about the SE concept, present work aims to 
bring light on its conceptual underpinnings and evolution as scientific field based 
on a systematic literature review and qualitative analysis.

In this regard, this paper follows the call for context-specific research to under‑
stand what and how to study (Petigrew 2005), reviewing existing contributions and 
definitions (Sweeney et  al. 2019). Thus, it is necessary to conduct a selected lit‑
erature review that “summarizes the primary research, but each also goes further, 
providing readers with a strong organizational framework and careful analysis” 
(Cropanzano 2009: p. 2009), providing a construct clarification to extant theory, and 
being a “unique opportunity for developing novel and engaging theoretical ideas and 
constructs, based on informed understandings of past research” (Post et al. 2020: pp. 
370–371).

Under this premise, several reasons support this study. Firstly, at an epistemologi‑
cal level we should consider whether we are facing the emergence of a new area of 
study. As Starbuck (2009: p. 108) points out, “the social and behavioral sciences 
contain a myriad of conceptual and methodological fad sequences”. Beyond the 
constant search for novel topics, mass production of research, the search for gener‑
alizations, or disagreement on the validity of applicable theories and methods (Star‑
buck 2009), the diversity of approaches and disciplines applicable to a topic drives 
the approach to new questions and the incorporation of new methods and theories 
(Abrahamson 2009). The SE is not exempt from debates about its nature and func‑
tioning that may undermine it as an area of study or categorize it as just as a fad. 
Questions arise such as whether it is based on sharing versus exchange or giving 
(Belk 2010), whether a new consumer paradigm (Prothero et  al. 2011), whether 
it generates competitive rivalry or not (Lamberton and Rose 2012), whether it is 
an opportunity for entrepreneurship (Bouncken et al. 2020; Cohen and Kietzmann 
2014), whether it empowers innovation (Bouncken et al. 2020), whether it develops 
in bilateral or multilateral markets (Codagnone and Martens 2016), whether it is a 
new form of lobbying (Codagnone et al. 2016), or rather a manifestation of neolib‑
eral capitalism (Martin 2016), whether it is prior to or a consequence of the Inter‑
net (Frenken and Schor 2017), whether it is an essentially technological concept 
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(Puschmann and Alt 2016), whether it is a new business model (Kumar et al. 2018) 
and if yes, what exactly entails a sharing economy business model (Ritter and 
Schanz 2019), whether if SE businesses disrupt prevailing institutions (Zvolska et al. 
2019), whether if customers are energetically looking for the social aspects of SE 
platforms as they go beyond the classic B2C offerings (Clauss et al. 2019), whether 
it allows to sell authentic experiences (Bucher et al. 2018), if it affects other existing 
activities (Zervas et  al. 2017), if it requires legal changes (European Commission 
2018; Smorto 2018), if trust is a requirement for implementation (Hawlitschek et al. 
2018), if service providers are suppliers or employees (Hagiu and Wright 2019), or 
even if it should be considered as a path to sustainability (Curtis and Lehner 2019).

Secondly, it is a multidisciplinary area of study to which contributions have been 
made from many different areas, both academic (e.g., Laurenti et al. 2019) and pro‑
fessional (e.g., Deloitte 2016), institutional or legal (Smorto 2018), which has elic‑
ited a rich concept but, simultaneously, fragmented, diffuse, with terminological 
confusions (Curtis and Lehner 2019) and with an unanalyzed definitional dilemma 
(Hossain 2020). For the sake of theory development, the lacking of consensus 
requires a work of “tidying up” of definitions and concepts (Hirsch and Levin 1999).

Thirdly, from the theory development, the concept of SE traces a life-cycle in the 
process of consolidation with an intense variety and conceptual heterogeneity that 
is necessary to put in order (Hirsch and Levin 1999). Because of its relative nov‑
elty and broad scope, it can be considered an ’umbrella’ concept (Belk 2014; Per‑
ren and Kozinets 2018), although future empirical evidence should provide specific 
validations.

Finally, the lack of consensus on the activities covered and the agents involved 
in the SE becomes an uphill climb to arrive at a shared definition. There are two 
reasons for this (Herbert and Collin-Lachaud 2017). First, the practices described 
within the SE “extremely varied, flourishing, constantly changing and subject to the 
fad effect” (p. 4). The second relates to the actors themselves: “Out of pragmatism, 
they do not impose specific criteria or boundaries on the transactions of the collabo‑
rative economy” (p. 4).

Therefore, our paper seeks to address these multiple disconnections by providing 
an integrated and novel conceptual framework that sheds light on potential theoreti‑
cal development. With this aim, this study is carried out in three steps. First, a repli‑
cable process of identifying relevant SE definitions is conducted through a system‑
atic literature review. Then, following the prior discussion of the terminology and 
definition proliferations, an interpretative analysis for disclosing underlying perspec‑
tives is carried out, contributing to the literature with an evolutionary framework of 
SE approaches. Finally, an SE definition is proposed, as well as a set of guidelines 
for future research avenues.

2 � Methods

To find all the definitions that have been applied to the SE, a systematic litera‑
ture review (SLR) was conducted. This approach enables any relevant studies to 
be selected and evaluated, ensuring a structured, rigorous and replicable literature 
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review, as well as obtaining a more objective overview of the search results and 
eliminating any bias (Cropanzano 2009; Post et al. 2020; Tranfield et al. 2003). This 
is one of the main differences of this methodology with respect to a traditional nar‑
rative review. To conduct the SLR, we based on Tranfield et al. (2003) stages (see 
Fig. 1).

2.1 � Planning the review

Once identified the need for a review of the term “sharing economy” due to the 
great contradiction, confusion, and complexity surrounding it in the academic litera‑
ture and its identity (Curtis and Lehner 2019; Hossain 2020), we state the research 
problem and the objectives, define the scope and establish a review protocol for our 
study considering the guidelines that will ensure the quality of the review (Snyder 
2019; Sweeney et al. 2019). Accordingly, as search boundaries, the Web of Science 
Core Collection was chosen as database for this research, since it is recognized as 
the most important and longest standing database of academic papers (Mongeon and 
Paul-Hus 2016; Vogel and Güttel 2012). The search period was limited to manu‑
scripts published in English between 1978 and 15 September 2020, since it was in 
1978 when the first article relating to SE appeared (cf. Felson and Spaeth 1978).

Following the review protocol, a keyword search template was developed to 
account for all possible SE-related terms. Thus, as suggested by previous articles 
(e.g., Curtis and Lehner 2019; Keathley-Herring et al. 2016), a scoping study was 
developed to select the search terms that would be used for the database search. 
Using the term “sharing economy” as a search query, the twenty most cited arti‑
cles in the WoS database were analyzed to conduct our scoping. By examining 
these studies, the scoping study allowed us to detect seven related terms (sharing 
economy, collaborative consumption, collaborative economy, peer to peer economy, 
access-based consumption, commercial sharing systems, and lateral exchange mar‑
kets), which were utilized to carry out the subsequent search.

Furthermore, as preliminary inclusion criteria, we filtered for articles and review 
papers published in academic journals due to their validated knowledge (Podsakoff 
et  al. 2005), and therefore we excluded conference proceedings, books and book 
chapters due to the lack of clarity in the peer review processes and more restricted 
accessibility (Jones et  al. 2011). However, considering the novelty and breadth of 
areas linked to the SE, those books that are thematic pillars of the field were checked 
along with this search (Dahlander and Gann 2010).

2.2 � Conducting the review

The database search results returned 1420 articles (see Table 1).
From this point, the research followed 2 stages to ensure the purification of the 

database. In the first stage, title, abstract, and keywords were revised to determine 
their suitability for inclusion, taking into account the objectives and scope of this 
research. Articles that had the SE as their core topic and that fitted the objectives 
and scope met the criteria for inclusion for suitability, while articles that did not 
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Fig. 1   Analytical process implemented
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have the SE as a central theme or did not fit the objectives and scope, were excluded 
on grounds of unsuitability (Snyder 2019; Tranfield et al. 2003). This stage ended 
with the exclusion of 1,104 articles, and the inclusion of 316 articles. Then, during 
the second phase, the full text of each of the articles considered relevant was exam‑
ined to identify those articles that had a definition of the sharing economy, thus all 
articles that did not offer a definition or that used previously established definitions 
were excluded (scope inclusion/exclusion criteria). For this step, a predatory reading 
approach was taken, focusing on the main parts of each article where definitions in 
this area could be found (Curtis and Lehner 2019). As a result, a total of 44 articles 
that defined SE were obtained. Additionally, it was decided to include 6 definitions 
manually. These were found in thematic pillar books and were added as the defini‑
tions have been frequently cited in articles of great impact (Dahlander and Gann 
2010). Therefore, our final sample included 50 documents that defined the SE.

2.3 � Qualitative analysis

From this point, our unit of analysis comprised 50 definitions of the SE. Building on 
principles of thematic analysis, which is an interpretive synthesizing approach that 
enables a flexible and useful research approach to examine qualitative data (Braun 
and Clarke 2006) and that facilitates an improvement in the quality of literature 
reviews (Tranfield et al. 2003), we inductively identify, analyze and report patterns 
from the data, where our “data” are the definitions and the recognized patterns are 
the perspectives. Following the guidelines of Jones et  al. (2011), the perspectives 
were not extracted from decontextualized information as is commonly done but 
rather we inducted and interpreted perspectives from our holistic understanding of 
each definition. The legitimacy for this approach is based on the entangled nature, 
relative youth, and rapid development of the vocabulary used in this scientific area. 
Furthermore, in thematic analysis patterns (in our case approaches) could be identi‑
fied either at a semantic or at a latent level (Boyatzis 1998). At the semantic level, 
patterns are identified in the explicit and superficial meaning of the data, without 
looking beyond what is written, while in the latent approach the analyst goes beyond 
the semantic content of the data, and discovers the underlying ideas, presumptions, 

Table 1   Search terms and 
returned results. Source: WoS 
core collection—SSCI, SCI-
Expanded, and A and HCI

Term Articles until 15 
September 2020

“Sharing economy” 1316
“Collaborative consumption” 296
“Collaborative economy” 75
“Access-based consumption” 46
“Peer to peer economy” OR “peer-to-peer 

economy” OR “P2P economy”
14

“Commercial sharing systems” 3
“Lateral exchange markets” 2
Avoiding duplicates 1.420



1856	 M. Sánchez‑Pérez et al.

1 3

and concepts that are theorized to form the semantic content (Braun and Clarke 
2006). In this way, we were able to identify both semantic and latent perspectives in 
the definitions of SE.

The thematic analysis was divided into 3 steps, namely open, axial, and 
selective coding (Gallicano 2013). During open coding, academics should read 
through the data several times and then begin to create tentative labels for pieces 
of data that summarize what they have seen (without the bias of existing theory 
and limiting their focus to the meaning that emerges from the data) (Corbin and 
Strauss 2015). Thus, we carefully examined all 50 definitions, decomposed them 
into the smallest conceptual components, and converted data into concepts. This 
first approximation resulted in a great number of finely grained concepts. Sev‑
eral sessions were needed to refine and group any similar concepts into the same 
category to reduce the number of units that should be further examined. Axial 
coding consists of identifying relationships from among the concepts of each 
category, i.e. to categorize findings and look for commonalities and differences. 
Thus, during this phase, we first ascertained the dominant concepts of each cat‑
egory and rearranged the data set to form an ontological organization of the 
domain (Jones et  al. 2011). Redundant concepts were eliminated and the most 
representative concepts were selected. Then, as suggested by Corbin and Strauss 
(2015) we verified the internal cohesion, consistency, and differentiation of each 
dominant and dependent concept.

Finally, in the selective coding, researchers had to figure out the core concept 
that includes all of the data of each category and selectively code any data that 
relates to the key concept identified. Thus, in this step we examined all concepts 
of each category to determine the central explanatory concept; therefore, we 
refined categories by condensing or expanding their focus (Corbin and Strauss 
2015). Iteration continued until we arrived at key categories with internal homo‑
geneity and external heterogeneity. Key categories are understood as core com‑
ponents of a phenomenon (Kenny and Fourie 2015) and thus could be described 
as the perspectives under which a construct has been studied.

2.4 � Organization of results

The systematic literature review ended with the identification of 50 SE defini‑
tions, and thematic analysis resulted in the discovery of 9 perspectives; these 
are economic efficiency, government of exchanges, technological, business 
model, consumer culture, environmental sustainability, social orientation, value 
creation, and production system. The collection of definitions has allowed us 
to examine the terminological blossoming, definitional dilemma, that is to say, 
to unmask the appearance of new similar terms and the development of these 
definitions. For its part, the identification of 9 perspectives allowed us to ana‑
lyze how many of them are present in each of the definitions covered, to graph 



1857

1 3

Theoretical dilemmas, conceptual review and perspectives…

and examine the appearance of each perspective over time, and to establish a 
description of each one of them.

3 � Conceptual contend: towards a life‑cycle model of the SE

3.1 � A terminological blossoming

The SE concept has elicited a wide range of related terminology, energized by its 
use in diverse disciplines, and boosted by its rapid proliferation across industries. 
The SE concept was first coined and defined by Felson and Spaeth (1978) under the 
term ‘collaborative consumption’ which reflected the social origin of the concept 
and, in fact, this was the only recognized conception for 30  years. With renewed 
interest in this subject, and with a similar conception Benkler (2004) introduced and 
then Belk (2007) extended the term ‘sharing’. Subsequently, new approaches with an 
explicit extension of the scope of this field were introduced, generating, in turn, dif‑
ferent terminologies. Therefore, ‘The mesh’ emerged as a term to account for a new 
logic of business (Gansky 2010), and other terms such as ‘access-based consump‑
tion’ (Bardhi and Eckhardt 2012) and ‘commercial sharing systems’ (Lamberton and 
Rose 2012) flourished with a sales and marketing orientation. Moreover, although 
the term ‘sharing economy’ appears in the literature on solidarity and economic 
geography (Gold 2004), Heinrichs (2013) applies the term ‘sharing economy’ in the 
context of sustainable exchanges. Additionally, the term ‘collaborative economy’ is 
introduced by Botsman (2014), while Schor and Fitzmaurice (2015) and Tussyadiah 
and Pesonen (2016) focus their definitions on the term ‘peer economy’, also ‘P2P 
economy’, or ‘economy of equals’.

However, the proliferation of terminology does not end here but has manifested 
itself with other nearby terms that have declined in frequency, such as ‘on-demand 
services’ or ‘services on demand’ (Benkler 2004), ‘on-demand economy’ (Cockayne 
2016; Sundararajan 2017), ‘gig economy’ (Martin 2016), ‘temporary economy’ 
(Sundararajan 2013), ‘platform economy’ (Kenney and Zysman 2016), ‘crowdfund‑
ing’ (Belleflamme et al. 2014) or ‘gift economy’ (Cheal 1988). Other focused terms 
used are ‘microtask’, ‘microwork’, ‘micro-tasking’, or ‘micro-working’ (Suther‑
land and Jarrahi 2018). Besides, recently, the set of activities involving the SE has 
become generalized in economic terms as ‘lateral exchange markets’ (Perren and 
Kozinets 2018).

All this terminological flowering is a reflection of the SE becoming an umbrella 
term (Acquier et al. 2017; Ryu et al. 2019), and being confirmed as the most wide‑
spread term (Table 1).



1858	 M. Sánchez‑Pérez et al.

1 3

3.2 � A definitional dilemma

The conceptual history of the SE concept took off after the publication of an Ameri‑
can Behavioral Scientist article by Felson and Spaeth (1978). They define collabora‑
tive consumption as “those events in which one or more persons consume economic 
goods or services in the process of engaging in joint activities with one or more 
others” (Felson and Spaeth 1978: p. 614). Thus, the concept has its main roots in the 
human ecological theory of community structure and therefore has a strong social 
perspective. It is not until almost three decades later that Benkler (2004) takes it up 
again and redefines this concept, although maintaining the social perspective of it. 
Hereon, several additional attempts to define, characterize, or describe SE have been 
made during the last fifteen years. Thus, our systematic literature review allowed us 
to identify up to a total of 50 unique definitions of SE (see summary in Appendix). 
This great diversity of definitions comes from many different perspectives, which 
also indicates an absence of an agreed definition of what SE represents.

To assess how these definitions have been adopted by academics, the citation 
count is analyzed. For the case of definitions published in WoS journals, the most 
relevant definitions are those contained in the works of Belk (2014), Hamari et al. 
(2016), and Bardhi and Eckhardt (2012). Moreover, the work of Frenken and Schor 
(2017), despite being relatively recent, receives a not insignificant number of cita‑
tions. On the other side, from definitions contained in books, the most cited accord‑
ing to Google Scholar are Botsman and Rogers (2010), and Lessig (2008). The 
dilemma arises because the various definitions are different in nature, so opting for 
one or other of them implies unbalancing the ‘umbrella’ nature of the SE concept. 
Then, the concept can become conceptually asymmetrical, and therefore has brought 
with it the consequent loss of scope. So much so that an outstanding feature of the 
literature is that many works use the concept of the SE without explicitly defining 
it. However, while choosing one or the other supposes narrowing the meaning, this 
could ultimately formulate more specific problems.

It is undeniable that the conceptualizations of social science phenomena must 
possess a balance between generality, simplicity, and precision (Weick 1979). 
Undoubtedly, certain definitions have been relevant for the theoretical development 
of the SE by incorporating new routes to its understanding. However, by focusing 
mainly on particular perspectives, but leaving aside others, these definitions have 
gained in simplicity but sacrificed precision. Thus, most tend to be unspecific and at 
the same time too general. What is clear is that the most modern definitions cover 
more and more views, which brings us closer to a more precise definition, but while 
these definitions are promising, the SE remains confused and disconnected.

3.3 � Perspectives contend: a life‑cycle model of the SE

The multifaceted nature of the SE leads us to apply an interpretative synthesis 
approach (Braun and Clarke 2006) to the above set of definitions. Thus, 9 perspec‑
tives of the SE are uncovered in an inductive manner (Jones et al. 2011). Interpreta‑
tion is carried out at semantic and latent levels (Boyatzis 1998). These nine routes 
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are represented as distinctive characteristics within the definitions (Kenny and Fou‑
rie 2015) (see Table 2).

The perspectives are described as follows.

•	 Economic efficiency: use of underutilized goods and services in the most rational 
way possible to avoid idle capacities.

•	 Exchange governance: way in which the good or service is accessed (e.g. peer-
to-peer) and the transaction is regulated (such as enhancing consumer rights, 
reducing information asymmetries, reinforcing trust in the other party, and 
reducing transaction costs).

•	 Technological: an activity that is carried out through the intermediation of a 
technological platform, such as web 3.0.

•	 Business model: generation of income for the person who cedes the use of the 
good or service and, therefore, a for-profit modality, unlike other modalities that 
are free.

•	 Consumer culture: motivation that explains the consumption of a good or service 
only when it is needed, without this implying access to the property.

•	 Environmental sustainability: more sustainable consumption practices as 
opposed to purely market-based exchanges, taking advantage of idle capacities 
and/or facilitating access to the property.

•	 Social orientation: systems of social exchange rather than allocation through 
markets where there are a non-pecuniary motivation and social purpose.

•	 Value creation: generation of some physical or non-monetary utility for the indi‑
vidual who demands the good or service (such as meeting people, having fun, 
saving time, consuming on-demand or for convenience and comfort).

•	 Production system: production generation or a different mode of production.

The disruption of new perspectives has generated inflection points along with the 
concept life. Using an evolutionary framework (Hirsch and Levin 1999), and focus‑
ing on a semantic level, we develop a particularly distinctive evolution of the SE’s 
life through four different stages (see Fig. 2).

The Inception period (1978–2008). The SE appears on the scene from a socio‑
logical perspective as a justification for events where people consume goods or ser‑
vices together/in a group (Felson and Spaeth 1978). However, despite the inception 
of the SE as an area of study in the late 1970s, this phenomenon did not attract any 
attention until almost three decades later, when Benkler (2004) takes up this idea by 
reopening the door for this phenomenon. The concept began to evolve, when Belk 
(2007) and Lessig (2008) explicitly highlight the perspective of consumer culture, 
by enhancing the non-proprietary access to these joint events. Thus, in a first period, 
although extensive in time, but scarce in terms of the number of contributions, the 
SE showed a clear and narrow focus on social orientation and consumer culture.

The Transition period (2009–2012). In the late 2000s and amid the global eco‑
nomic crisis, however, the concept of SE began to be investigated more seriously 
and its transition began. The foundation of companies like Airbnb (August 2008), 
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Uber (March 2009) or the transformation of companies such as Couchsurfing to a 
for-profit entity (May 2011) brings with it the expansion of the perspectives of the 
SE, which it extends its range of essential routes to economic efficiency, new busi‑
ness models and the governance of exchanges (Botsman and Rogers 2010; Bardhi 
and Eckhardt 2012). Thus, Botsman and Rogers (2010) highlight how the SE helps 
to address the underutilization of assets and, therefore, their idle capacity. Bardhi 
and Eckardt (2012), stress the non-transfer of ownership, while Lamberton and Rose 
(2012) add the rivalry of consumers for limited choice, and Bardhi and Eckhardt 
(2012) and Lamberton and Rose (2012) are the first to introduce aspects related to 
the transaction itself and the governance of exchanges. Thus, the approaches that 
appeared in this period represented a promising advance in research on the SE, by 
suggesting a broader theoretical framework.

The Acceptance Excitement period (2013–2018). After this transition, the SE 
begins a period of acceptance that results in excitement to investigate this phenom‑
enon from various perspectives and this ultimately leads to this area receiving 21 
definitions in just 6 years. This period involves the acceptance of the five perspec‑
tives already established in the two previous periods (cf. Aloni 2016; Frenken and 

Fig. 2   An evolutionary framework of SE perspectives (number of definitions)
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Schor 2017; Perren and Kozinets 2018), but also continues to nurture the concept 
of SE with two new perspectives. To such an extent the multiple perspectives of 
the concept can be appreciated in the definition provided by Schor and Fitzmaurice 
(2015), which includes the most common ones up to that moment, such as consumer 
culture, governance of exchanges, social orientation, and economic efficiency, in 
addition to the business model perspective, which is somewhat less common. How‑
ever, with the arrival of web 3.0. in the early 2010s, the emergence of smartphones, 
mobile applications, the Internet of things, and big data which it brought with it and 
the rapid adoption of these by SE businesses (for example, Uber launched its mobile 
app in late 2011 and Airbnb in late 2012), almost immediately brought the inclusion 
of technology (digital platforms) as an essential feature of the SE definitions (cf. 
Hamari et al. 2016; Heinrichs 2013). Likewise, Tussyadiah and Pesonen (2016) add 
for the first time production systems as a new perspective of the SE, which, how‑
ever, still lacks development. While several perspectives were accentuated during 
this period, the addition of new ones and the great emergence of definitions resulted 
in a large but disconnected multifaceted area.

The Maturity Challenge period (2019 to date). Finally, starting in 2019 and 
once the period of acceptance excitement has ended, a period of maturity challenge 
begins, where new essential perspectives appear that reflect new analysis trends 
and that expand the range of the SE, as is the case of environmental sustainabil‑
ity and value creation. Thus, Curtis and Lehner (2019) introduce in their definition 
the shared practices that promote sustainable consumption in the face of growing 
concern about sustainability and environmental impact. On the other hand, Del‑
laert (2019) write from the value creation perspective to denote the non-monetary 
demands that consumers expect to receive when using SE goods or services (e.g., 
meeting people or having fun). Eckhardt et al. (2019), without adding any new per‑
spectives, reflect the importance of previous perspectives such as consumer culture 
and the technological aspect surrounding the SE. The most significant changes in 
this period are consolidation of SE as business model, the concern for the sustain‑
ability, the relevance of the social orientation and the takeoff of the value creations 
and production system perspectives.

And finally, in this process of challenging the maturity of the concept, Akhme‑
dova et al. (2020), Curtis and Mont (2020) and Zmyślony et al. (2020) propose the 
broadest and most ambitious definitions that this area has received, incorporating 
seven out 9 existing perspectives. Despite these theoretical efforts, the field still pos‑
sesses great complexities, contradictions, and confusion, therefore it is undoubtedly 
time for a period of maturity challenge, where the SE is delineated, and the doors are 
opened to more organized research that starts from a strong theoretical framework.

The 9 approaches differ in the number of times they have been used to define 
the SE, varying from the most common perspectives such as technological, con‑
sumer culture, and government of exchanges, occurring in 37, 36, and 36 defini‑
tions respectively, to those that have a huge discontinuity, such as value creation, 
the production system, and environmental sustainability, occurring in 4, 8, and 10 
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definitions, respectively. The other three perspectives, which are less commonly 
used, are the business model (29 occurrences), economic efficiency (25 occur‑
rences), and social orientation (21 occurrences). Not a single definition includes 
more than seven perspectives (cf. Akhmedova et al. 2020; Curtis and Mont 2020 or 
Zmyślony et al. 2020), which shows the existence of not complete definitions for the 
SE.

4 � Discussion and conclusions

SE is an umbrella concept, of which 50 different definitions have been identified 
through a systematic literature review. These have been associated with various 
root terms (access-based consumption, collaborative economy, commercial shar‑
ing systems, sharing economy, collaborative consumption, peer to peer economy, 
and lateral exchange markets). Considering the fuzziness of the term, the termi‑
nology analysis reveals there is a dominant root term, namely, sharing economy, 
and three followers, specifically collaborative consumption, collaborative econ-
omy, and access-based consumption. Thus, it could be argued that there exists 
a denotative neologism with the term sharing economy, for its use as Jack of all 
trades. From a linguistic point of view, this use is justified, because it is the term 
mostly used in media, social networks, and even by the Internet platforms to refer 
to themselves (e.g., Airbnb calls itself a ‘home-sharing service’). This, in turn, 
has led to it being the most widely used term in academia (see Table  1) when 
referring to collaborative practices. Thus, one would have to ask whether the 
term SE is used more for popularity than for precision and consequently if there 
exist terms that are more accurate but less popular for each specific activity that 
involves collaborative practices. In this regard, we propose that a term such as 
collaborative economy is more appropriate when referring to the economic effi‑
ciency of the term, access-based consumption better captures the consumer’s per‑
spective, collaborative consumption could be more accurate to refer to the social 
nature of the concept, lateral market exchanges gathers the technological frame‑
work of such exchanges, commercial sharing systems is more precise when refer‑
ring to the governance of exchanges present in the sharing economy, and peer-to-
peer focus more on the open nature of actors.

In a second step, a qualitative interpretative analysis of the definitions has shown 
the multifaceted nature of the SE, with fragmented insights from different fields. 
As a result of this analysis, and as a contribution to the literature, an evolutionary 
life framework of SE approaches through four different stages is proposed. The dis‑
closed approaches are economic efficiency, government of exchanges, technologi-
cal, business model, consumer culture, environmental sustainability, social orien-
tation, value creation, and production system. The analysis has not been limited to 
identifying perspectives, but also semantic and latent layers have been stated. The 
proposed evolutionary life framework shows how these approaches have appeared 
throughout the academic and professional life of the SE. It explains how in the first 
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incipient period (1978–2008) the SE was born from a sociological point of view, 
going through a period of transition (2009–2012) with the arrival of the world eco‑
nomic crisis and the emergence of new business models (e.g., Airbnb or Uber), 
extending its focus in a period of excitement of acceptance (2013–2018) with the 
arrival of the technological irruption and with the growing research on this phenom‑
enon from various scientific areas, until reaching the current state (2019 to date) of 
challenge of maturity, a period in which it is necessary to focus on particular con‑
cerns of the SE.

The study also reveals the existence of a conceptual dilemma, in which specific 
positions can contribute to gaining depth in the area of study, but at the cost of sac‑
rificing generality and precision. Therefore, findings evidence the need for a more 
balanced definition (Weick 1979). As a consequence, a new definition of SE is pro‑
posed by including a comprehensive view of its nature.

The SE is understood as business, production, and consumption sustainable 
practices as value creation systems, which are based on temporary use of underu-
tilized assets, for free or for a fee, usually supported by digital platforms and peer 
communities.

Thus, in response to Acquier’s (2017) statement that academics will probably 
never agree on a definition of the SE since it is seen as an umbrella construct and is 
essentially controversial, this definition indeed encompasses its rich nature. In this 
way, we intend to contribute to the literature with a definition that can be used by 
academics regardless of their research position.

Several discussion matters, research gaps, and future research lines emanate from 
this work. From a conceptual point of view, the SE concept has been evolving over 
the years, since although it was born with an initial conception based mainly on 
social orientation, the most outstanding approaches have been as consumer culture, 
technological, and government of exchanges. Thus, this concept has been expand‑
ing its dimensionality, incorporating, in addition to the previous perspectives, an 
orientation towards the business model, sustainability, and economic efficiency. So 
much so, that the SE can be considered a vision of the organization of exchanges, 
alternative production system, and consumption articulated on various interpreta‑
tions. This in turn suggests a paradigmatic configuration on a set of metaphors or 
perspectives, which leads to the consideration that the SE can be seen as a paradigm 
in the economy (Arndt 1985). In this sense, it would be desirable to investigate what 
is the trend of the SE in that square framework formed by the economic, social, 
sustainable, and technological aspects of the SE. Consequently, it would be relevant 
to examine towards which direction the SE is oriented, even more so given the cri‑
sis currently caused by the COVID-19. In this context, several SE-companies (e.g. 
Airbnb) have already suffered a strong economic impact (BBC News 2020) and the 
future of SE companies is, therefore, being questioned. In this sense, the debate on 
policy-making about whether this type of company should be supported and pro‑
moted at an institutional level due to its sustainability and social benefits takes on 
special relevance (Codagnone and Martens 2016).
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Furthermore, as one of the main contributions of this study is the disclosure 
of approaches and the identification of the existence of these approaches in each 
definition both in a semantic and latent way, this research can be a gateway for SE 
operationalization. In this way, as the SE is a growing area of research, the theo‑
retical contribution of this study opens the doors to academics from a wide range of 
research areas to new perspectives to guide their research on SE. It is important to 
build a conceptual framework that explains the development of SE-businesses from 
the components identified in the literature. Thus, further research derived from this 
work evidences the need to empirically corroborate and contrast in practice the per‑
spectives proposed in this study, thereby empirically testing a neglected area. Above 
all, the research needs to focus on specific problems of the SE. e.g., the governance 
of SE companies, the image these companies have, and the problems and conflicts 
regarding legal issues. Likewise, since SE businesses are mainly linked to services 
(Bardhi and Eckhardt 2012; Hossain 2020), it would be relevant to delve more 
deeply into its applicability and viability in the production of goods.

Finally, from a practical point of view, this article offers individual consumers, 
service providers, regulatory authorities, companies in traditional sectors and SE 
companies, a holistic introduction to the essential qualities of collaborative business.

This study is not exempt from some limitations. First, it only uses articles from 
academic journals indexed in the Web of Science database, leaving out other data‑
bases (e.g., Scopus) as well as grey literature. Secondly, as in any review work, the 
parameters for inclusion and exclusion of articles influence the results. Thirdly, for 
the identification of perspectives an interpretative qualitative approach was used, 
therefore as mentioned above it would be of interest to obtain empirical contribu‑
tions that corroborate the proposals included in this research.

Compliance with ethical standards 

Conflict of interest  None.
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