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Editorial: Sharing Economy Pathways to
Government Innovation
Shenja van der Graaf and Carina Veeckman
Welcome to the May edition of the Technology
Innovation Management Review.
This special issue explores research questions at the
intersection of sharing economy and governability,
particularly, public governance and broader social
benefits.
The concept of “sharing economy” has become an
umbrella term increasingly relevant to both the daily
lives of private individuals, and to the direction and
operation of social and political systems. It thereby
covers a large number of peer-sharing behaviours across
several sectors, such as accommodation (Airbnb,
couchsurfing), delivery and home services (Instacart),
and transportation (Lyft, Uber) (Hassan, 2020). One of
the key elements among the multiple definitions of the
sharing economy concept is the sense of community
implied in the sharing behaviours of involved actors (cf.
Vith, Oberg, Ho llerer & Meyer, 2019; Mallison et al.,
2020). The operation of sharing transactions via
collaborative platforms, such as online connecting
platforms, which are owned and controlled by the
consumers or “users” themselves, is the main driver
behind the sense of community surrounding the
concept of the sharing economy (Hamari et al., 2016).
Consequently, sharing with no true sense of community,
collaboration or cooperation among the actors, even
when sharing is not at all accompanied by economic
transactions, or sharing via for- profit intermediaries, as
in the case of Uber, do not count as examples of a
genuine sharing economy (Belk, 2014).
The opportunities within a sharing economy are
enormous and are not just for big businesses. For many,
and in particular young people and women, the sharing
economy allows them to save money by accessing goods
and services, rather than buying them, or only paying
when they need to. The democratization of access to
resources, accompanied by the development and
implementation of more sustainable economic and
environmental models is the main outcome expected by
the engagement of people in peer sharing behaviours
(see, for example, Wosskow, 2014). A sharing economy,
however, not only creates opportunities, it also presents
various governance challenges. One of them is the
creation of inequality in a ‘renting’ economy. Although
athe sharing economy claims to de-emphasize

ownership, it is mostly those who have assets that will
accumulate money from them. If government agencies
would partner here with sharing economy platforms, it
could only further deepen economic complexities along
with possible class divisions (Ganapati & Reddick, 2018).
Another factor involves governance of new working
forces, which operate as independent contractors, and
typically do not get the work security of full-time
workers. This might lead to unfair competition in the
market, such as was seen in the recent protests of taxi
drivers against ride-sharing platforms such as Uber.
Against this backdrop, we witness that to date
governments have not fully embraced the opportunities
offered by the sharing economy, although it could make
their operations more efficient and lead towards better
usage of their public resources. Therefore, it was our
intent to invite articles that examine both outcomes and
challenges of government innovations in the sharing
economy.
First, the article of Ruben D’Hauwers, Jacobus van der
Bank and Mehdi Montakhabi from imec-SMIT, Vrije
Universiteit Brussel, Belgium, highlights an upcoming
domain in the sharing economy: peer-to-peer electricity
trading. They present two use cases, one based on
blockchain technology and the other a platform for
industrial symbioses. Their study focuses on the role of
the government in facilitating and enabling data sharing
between various actors, and more specifically on the
notion of trust. The article reveals interesting results to
support policymaking, by identifying trust building
options for governments in sharing economies. From
both case studies, we learn that the government can play
a significant role in trust creation between parties as a
market-neutral and non-competitive player. Further,
blockchain technology and digital platforms were shown
as helping to contribute to trust creation by ensuring
proper access rights for each player.
In the second article, Eva Pallesen and Marie Aakjær
from University College Absalon, Denmark, present an
interesting study about the influence of the sharing
economy on the public sector, and specifically on the
welfare sector, which until now has received little
combined research attention. Ethnographic data
collection methods were used to examine how a digital
platform operates for sharing of care and welfare
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services among citizens with chronic lung disease. The
platform is supported by the local municipality and
works hand-in-hand with the goals of the public
healthcare unit. By actively facilitating sharing among
citizens, the public sector opens up a space in-between
formal organisations and private relations, in which
other forms of welfare are enabled.
Next, Mika Westerlund from Carleton University in
Canada, explores citizen perceptions of governmental
resistance to shared parking in Ottawa. Even without
adequate parking spaces provided by federal
government employers, the City of Ottawa does not
allow the rental of residential driveways, and also
prevents sharing parking platforms from entering the
market. Through a quantitative analysis that applies
“topic modelling”, a dataset of 414 online news reader’s
comments from a local article about parking in the city
were analysed. By identifying and discussing key topics
in the readers’ comments, a conceptual framework was
created that shows how some citizens perceive their
government’s resistance to sharing resources. The article
is a timely illustration of particular governance
challenges in introducing and managing what he calls
“sharing economy services” in a (smart) city context, visà-vis the inventiveness and co-creation of accessible
public services by citizens.

Gianluca Schiavo, Chiara Leonardi and
Massimo Zancanaro from Fondazione Bruno Kessler
Following that,

(FBK), Italy, investigate new forms of socializing care
through a case study of the Families_Share platform,
which provides collaborative childcare services in a
workplace setting. Families are increasingly searching
for alternative forms of childcare provisions, and
experience challenges in balancing the work-life
balance. The article presents a case study whereby
employees of a medium-sized knowledge-based
organisation, arranged educational and entertaining
activities for the employees’ children, while others were
at work. The on-site participation of employees was
supported by the HR Department, as part of their
Corporate Social Responsibility Plan. The results discuss
the challenges and benefits from the company’s
approach, such as the time, effort, and emotional
involvement of employees, versus the creation of greater
organisational well-being and a sense of community.

Bastiaan Baccarne, Tom Evens and
from imec-mict-Ghent University,
Belgium, describes participation inequalities on a civic
crowdfunding platform from the perspective of
The final article, by

Lieven De Marez

campaign instigators and citizen-funders. Participation
inequalities, such as access and skills, are not evenly
distributed among society and could reinforce existing
power imbalances. A case study of the crowfunding.gent
platform is presented, with the help of interviews, and a
large-scale survey. The article reveals that community
altruism is an important factor in predicting civic
crowdfunding behaviour. Participation is driven by
societal goals, such as helping others and feeling part of
a community, and therefore seems to be able to reach
out to diverse audiences. Income and education do not
seem to be predicting variables for participation
behaviours, although age does. The article contains
several lessons learned.
Taken together, the contributions to this special issue of
the TIM Review provide some important pointers and
insights into the governance challenges, as well as
opportunities for governmental actors in the sharing
economy. The articles represent important cases in
several sectors (welfare, energy, mobility, etc.), with
various types of analyses, and a rich combination of
research methods. They illustrate that nowadays we
witness that governments are not fully embracing the
opportunities offered by the sharing economy, although
it can make their operations more efficient and lead
towards a better usage of their public resources. The
current set of articles indicate the tensions that can be
involved, along with a large set of benefits that can be
yielded when sharing economy opportunities are
embraced.
We are curious to see how the sharing economy will
further develop towards the management of public
services, and hope that you enjoy reading this set of
articles as a productive start into a new and promising
research area.

Shenja van der Graaf
and Carina Veeckman
Guest Editors
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Trust, Transparency and Security in the Sharing
Economy:
What is the Government's Role?
Ruben D’Hauwers, Jacobus van der Bank, Mehdi Montakhabi
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withholding it.
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sharing

information.

Not

Keith Ferrazzi

To obtain access to goods or services between people or stakeholders, some collaboration between
actors is a necessary component. Sharing and a sharing economy is closely related to trust. Within
the context of “the” sharing economy, especially digital trust is assumed to play a crucial role.
Access to information is a crucial digital cue which can lead to trust yet, sharing economies are
subject to asymmetry of information, wherein certain actors have limited access to market
information on the consumption behaviour of users, the pricing of a product and, the reliability of
peers. The lack of confidential market information between actors is thus limiting the potential for
collaboration, as it reduces trust between them. Governments are amongst the (usually more
trustworthy) candidates to undertake critical roles in enhancing the sharing of sensitive data. This
paper aims to identify the role of government in facilitating and enabling data sharing between
various actors in sharing economies. In this paper, we analyse the adequacy of a government’s
potential role in enabling transparency, trust and security, while operating within a sharing
economy scenario, based on two case studies. Additionally, the role of technology is briefly defined
for digital platforms and for blockchain-based opportunities for sharing economies. The use cases
for the paper concern a digital platform for industrial symbioses, and peer-to-peer electricity
trading based on blockchain technology.

Introduction
If a person wants to share their car, trust is required
that the person using the car will 1) take care of the car,
2) will not steal or damage the car, and 3) that this
person will pay for their usage of the car. The actor
borrowing their car needs to trust that the car is in
good shape and that the car will be available at the
required time.
Peer-to-peer (P2P) markets, goods and services
sharing, and the “sharing economy” are closely related
to trust (Belk, 2010). Within the context of sharing
economies, trust is assumed to play a crucial role
(Botsman & Rogers 2010; Mazella, 2016). Thus, trust
within a sharing economy is of crucial importance in
order to enable sharing economy transactions to
occur.

Governments play an important role in ensuring the
functioning of our societies (Zucker, 1986; Möhlman,
2018). This paper therefore seeks to better understand
the
implications,
potential
advantages,
and
disadvantages when governments take on certain roles
towards or within the sharing economy. The paper will
answer the following question: What is the role of
governments in sharing economies to help ensure trust
between users? In order to deepen this research question,
the paper will elaborate on what the role of technology
can be to ensure that government plays a role in
ensuring trust in sharing economies.
This paper contributes to policymaking by identifying
the options governments have to build trust in sharing
economies. In order to elaborate on the role of
governments in ensuring trust for sharing economies,
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we applied the above research question on two distinct
use cases. A major challenge that governments have,
we found, is ensuring that the government itself can be
trusted. If a conflict arises where the government can
take up the role of serving as a facilitator of trust, while
also being a regulator of it, the trust might be lost.
Governments can overcome this trust issue with their
citizens by defining their role clearly. Additionally, they
can make use of technological advancements, such as
blockchain and digital platforms, to help mitigate the
lingering distrust of citizens and their governments, as
a way of exploring the logic and use of sharing
economies.
The paper is organised as follows. The upcoming
section reviews the background and works related to
trust issues and their importance in shaping sharing
economies. The following section introduces the
methodology used in this study, and following that is a
description of two case studies. The next section
discusses takeaways from two case studies in answer to
the main research question, and introduces the
limitations of this study. Finally, a short conclusion is
offered, as well as identifying opportunities for future
research.

Background and Related Work
Sharing Economies
A sharing economy is often referred to as a
collaborative economy, one that functions with
collaborative consumption, on-demand economy, ondemand services. It is also known as a gig economy,
freelance economy, peer economy, access economy,
crowd economy, digital economy, and platform
economy (Botsman, 2015; Rinne, 2017). In what is now
widely referred to as “the sharing economy”,
temporary access is granted to under-utilised physical
assets, possibly money (Belk, 2014; Frenken et al.,
2015; Rinne, 2017). The sharing economy can enable
both individuals and businesses to exchange goods,
services, resources, skills, or money (Nationale Bank
België, 2020), by instilling a collaboration-oriented
ethos.
P2P economy is a decentralized model whereby two or
more individuals interact to buy and sell goods and
services directly with each other, or to produce goods
and services together (Investopedia, 2020). A P2P
market is a market where individuals can share
already-used or under-utilized possessions with other

individuals. It is an economic model with P2P-based
activities of acquiring, providing, and sharing access to
goods and services, often facilitated through a digital
platform (Hamari et al., 2015). The goal of P2P markets is
to create trade between large numbers of separate
distinct buyers and sellers.
Trust in Sharing Economies
Trust can be defined from numerous standpoints. The
economic standpoint considers trust as a method of
‘implicit contracting’ for certain transactions. An
implicit contract is an understanding between parties
about acceptable forms of behaviour that is not part of
any formal agreement. (Möhlman et al., 2018; Oxford
Reference, 2020). Trust plays a key role in transaction
cost economics (Williamson, 1993) and game theory
(Dasgupta, 1988).
Verbeke and Greidanus (2012) introduce the bounded
reliability concept and focus on safeguards rather than
trust. In this view, trust is blind and there is no place for
it in the marketplace. Safeguards are required because of
the existence of bounded reliability (Kano & Verbeke,
2015). Acute problems of bounded reliability enforce
many business decisions rather than blind trust. For this
reason, firms introduce safeguards or enforcement
mechanisms to heighten detection of and provide
punishment for reneging (Verbeke, 2013).
The sociological standpoint interprets trust as a more
comprehensive concept, also capturing underlying
framework conditions, such as personal character and
the institutional settings in which individuals act
(Zucker, 1986). The sociological standpoint looks at trust
as a defining variable for human and business
relationships. New forms of P2P trustless contracts can
help to alleviate distrust and uncertainty in unsure
environments (Luhman, 1979). Thus, developing trust is
seen to be of crucial importance for sharing economies
to overcome some of the complex uncertainties
(Möhlmann, 2015, 2016, 2018).
Another standpoint is based on technology-mediated
interactions (Riegelsberger et al., 2004). Currently,
several value or asset transactions between users are
performed over a distance with various technologies as
supporting mechanisms. Thus, exchanges that
previously would have been performed face-to-face are
now happening through technological means. Trust in
such cases can be related to attributes of the various
trustees, or emerge on the design of the technology.
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McKnight and Chervany’s (2000) interdisciplinary
model of trust is built on four trust constructs that are
based on the attributes of a trustee. Having a
disposition to trust reveals the tendency of a person or
entity to be willing to depend on others. Second, the
institution of trust shows whether an actor believes the
needed conditions are in place for a successful
outcome of an endeavor. Trusting beliefs are beliefs if
another person has the confidence of desirable traits in
a situation where negative outcomes are possible. And
last, trusting intention is the willingness to depend on
other actors in a given task or situation with a feeling of
security. Than and Thoen (2000), describe trust for ecommerce as being based on party trust (trusting the
other party), and control trust (trust in a controlled
system with mediating technology). Corritore et al.
(2003) examine online trust between people and
transactional websites. Their model identifies three
factors that impact online trust: perception of
credibility, ease of use, and risk.
Riegelsberger et al. (2004) focus on technology design
that can influence trustworthy behaviour in specific
situations or contexts. Contextual properties (likeliness
of future encounters, reputation, having friends in
common, and institutional embeddedness) will create
trust in a first interaction and encounter, while
intrinsic properties of the trustee (ability, internalized
norms, and benevolence) are more important in
continued exchanges as trustor and trustee get to know
each other.
Information Needs in Sharing Economies
Access to information is crucial for enabling sharing
economies and P2P dynamics. Information can enable
people to share different goods with each other. Yet, a
sharing economy is subject to the asymmetry of
information, where certain actors have limited access
to market information on the consumption behaviour
of users, the pricing of a product and, peer reliability
(Cohen, 2014). Akerhof (1970) describes the issue of
information asymmetry that prevents mutually
beneficial exchanges from taking place. Pavlou and
Gefen (2004) argue that individuals are less likely to
trust an individual who retains an information
advantage. Thus, while trust is important, if trustbuilding mechanisms are lacking, the market will suffer
(Akerhof, 1970).
To facilitate trust, digital platforms can mediate trust
by enabling trust enhancing digital cues (Möhlmann,
2016). An important digital que is the provision of

information. Knowing the basis of information provided
is of fundamental importance for developing trust in
each other as mutual platform users (Hawlitschek et al.,
2016; Mazzella et al., 2016). Thus, sharing information
on the goods or services offered in a sharing economy
helps in developing trust (Möhlmann et al., 2018).
Another way of ensuring a person’s digital reputation
through repetition of services is peer rating, as it offers
opportunities to both assess and access digital social
capital (Mazella et al., 2016).
Incentivising Data Sharing
Mechanisms that can incentivise information sharing,
and at the same time increase transparency are crucial
for the optimal functioning of a sharing economy and
P2P ecosystem. In P2P markets, information is dispersed
to those who should be matched and at what prices. So,
an effective market must aggregate and enable access to
information successfully (Einav et al., 2016)
Since the quality of information that can be drawn from
data increases with the available amount and quality of
data, businesses involved in the data economy have
great interest in accessing data from other market
players. Thus, data sharing is enabled by information
technologies and through behavioural and business
incentives to share data between different actors, both
with and by governments. Considering the potential of
sharing data, policy makers have already encouraged
business-to-business (B2B) data sharing (Kerber, 2016;
Wiebe, 2016; Drexl, 2017). Data sharing can thus be used
to enable access to large, high-quality data sets.
However, companies still appear to be reluctant to share
their data with each other, due to issues involving
distrust.
Entering the market recently, is a new system called
“blockchain” in which a record of transactions made
using “cryptocurrency” are maintained across several
computers that are linked in a P2P network (Oxford,
2020) Blockchain appears as a promising “distributed
ledger” technology to emancipate digital P2P networks,
as it facilitates exchanges between actors without the
need of (or as) an intermediary, thus eliminating control
by any single player (DiFilipi, 2017). Blockchain is also
often referred to as a trust-free technology (Beck et al.,
2016). It offers a new potential to facilitate P2P
interactions in the sharing economy that could lead to
higher levels of trust and information accessibility
(Sundararajan, 2016). Distributed ledger technology is to
some degree suitable to replace trust by users in
platform owners. Trust will instead depend on the
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distributed development of trusted interfaces in
blockchain-based sharing economy ecosystems
(Hawlitschek et al., 2018) Blockchain automatically
creates a consensually agreed, publicly available, and
immutable record that is governed to mitigate trust
issues system (Greiner & Wang, 2015).
Data Sharing and the Role of Governments
Governments are amongst the (most trustworthy)
candidates to undertake critical roles in enhancing
trust in the sharing economy (Möhlmann, 2018). The
literature describes different roles a government could
play in facilitating a sharing economy.
A first role could be for governments to ensure society’s
functioning by providing institutional cues, which take
the form of rules and regulations (Zucker, 1986).
Shapiro (1987) refers to institutional trust as belief in
the security of a situation, for instance, based on
guarantees or security nets, or legally binding contracts
between parties. Another role could be that of a
‘Government as a Platform’ (GaaP), where a
government develops better services for the public
digitally. To accomplish this, the government can be
organized around shared components, APIs, standards
and datasets (O’Reilly, 2011). It can also ensure open
public data. Open data refers to public data that can be
freely used, re-used, and redistributed by anyone
(Open Data Handbook, 2020).
A government can also be the beneficiary of data, to
ensure proper policy is made. Currently, the European
Commission is introducing the concept of business-togovernment (B2G) data sharing. This is a collaboration
in which a company or other private organisation
makes its data (or insights) available to the public
sector (local, regional, national, or EU). Last,
governments can play the role of facilitator for
innovations. An example is the “Amsterdam Sharing
City” project. Different stakeholders work on the
common goal of establishing Amsterdam as a “city that
has sharing on its mind” (Amsterdam Sharing City,
2017).
Thus, the literature has discussed the role of
regulation, the role of developing governmental
services as a Government as a Platform (GaaP), and the
role of opening governmental data. Additionally, a
government can facilitate innovations in data storage
and usage. One topic that lacks in the current literature
is the role governments can play in ensuring that data
between peers can be shared. Likewise lacking is how

the role of government must be built to ensure trust
between different stakeholders.

Aim and Methodology
This paper aims to identify the role of government in
facilitating and enabling the sharing of data between
different actors in a sharing economy. This leads to a
general framework of trust, transparency and
traceability between B2B, B2C and P2P within a sharing
ecosystem.
Two descriptive case studies are presented to provide
the context for the study. The first descriptive case study
‘Digital platform in industrial symbiosis’ deals with B2B
information sharing and the role of government in
creating an electronic platform to enable this. The
second descriptive case study ‘Blockchain in Peer-toPeer Energy Trading’ deals with P2P electricity trading
and the role of government in enabling the sharing of
electricity. It deals with security and privacy constraints
in a blockchain network. Both use cases involve the
region of Flanders, Belgium.

Case Studies
Case study 1: Digital platform in industrial symbiosis
Introduction
Industrial symbiosis is the process by which waste or byproducts of an industry or industrial process become the
raw materials or inputs for another (Christensen, 1992;
Engbert, 1993; European Commission, 2018). It consists
of exchanges of waste streams and byproducts among
various entities. By collaborating, the collective benefit
becomes greater than the sum of the individual benefits
in acting alone. It operates as a commercial activity, as
the different actors buy and sell the waste streams and
byproducts from each other (Chertow, 2000).
An often-cited example of Industrial Symbiosis is the site
of Kalundborg. This is where an industrial site connects
various companies with pipes, enabling different
companies to share groundwater, surface water and
wastewater, steam, and electricity, and also to exchange
a variety of residues that become feedstocks in other
processes (Engbert, 1993).
Challenges of Trust
In order to enable industrial symbiosis, data about the
byproduct is required, to assess the potential for
symbiosis with other actors. An actor needs to be able to
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assess the validity of a waste stream or by-product, in
order to define:
•What is the waste stream or byproduct? Does it match
their need?
•What is the chemical composition of the waste stream
or byproduct? Does it match within the current
production process? What would the cost be to adapt
the current production process?
•What is the quantity of the waste stream or
byproduct? Is it sufficient to cover current waste
needs within the production process? Is it a
continuous offer or is it a one-off offer?
•What transportation needs and costs are associated
with the match?
To close these gaps, corporate operational data must
be disclosed within supply chain networks. As well,
data-driven and optimization solutions for an
industrial symbiosis network should be further
addressed (Tseng, 2017). The information which
provides answers to the above questions are often
confidential and might consist of company trade
secrets. Thus, access to data over the entire value chain
is limited, which is the main barrier for matching
companies in B2B scenarios.
The reasons why information about waste streams and
byproducts is limited include because it concerns
sensitive information: 1) information about production
processes can be competitive, 2) information about

amounts can give indications of the volumes a company
is currently selling, 3) information about pricing is
sensitive in negotiation processes.
Role of Governments
In order to create transparency in the industrial
symbiosis market, a Flemish governmental agency acted
as an intermediary to enable market transparency, as it
had a neutral and non-competitive role in the
ecosystem. The agency developed a digital matchmaking
platform where users could identify other users, offering
or receiving waste streams or byproducts. See figure 1 for
the platform’s ecosystem.
Companies could identify information on the product,
on the chemical composition, the amounts to offer, and
on the continuity of the waste stream (one-off or
continuous). Thus, the platform offered a staged privacy
setting, where companies could decide which
information is visible or not at different levels. During
private conversations, access to information could be
disclosed with a trusted other party. Initially, nonsensitive data could be shared, followed by more
sensitive information at later stages of the negotiation
between the users.
When operationalising the platform, various issues of
trust were identified. Between themselves, companies
often do not wish to share information with each other if
they are in competitive interactions. In these cases, the
privacy settings were utilised in order to ensure no

Figure 1. The ecosystem of a digital symbiosis platform

Trust, Transparency and Security in the Sharing Economy: What is the
Government's Role? Ruben D’Hauwers, Jacobus van der Bank, Mehdi Montakhabi

competitive information could be shared between
competitors.
Trust in Government
There were some important considerations (pros and
cons) we found in observing the government’s role as a
facilitator of trust in the sharing economy:

PRO
•The government has a neutral role in the
ecosystem, as a facilitator. The key performance
indicators (KPIs) of the government involve
increasing the number of transactions, without
wanting to have the main share or control access
to independent data
•The government does not have a particular
economic motivation

CON
•There is a mismatch between the role of a
regulator and the role of a facilitator. As the
government acts as a regulator, companies do not
always trust sharing information with its agencies
•Companies dislike that their national
government has access to sensitive information,
which could be used for regulatory purposes
Can Technology Mitigate the Lack of Trust?
We found that if the government would get access to
sensitive information which might lead to new policies
or legal actions, then companies were not inclined to
share the information. Therefore, an independent
person not employed by the government was
appointed to handle the data. The governmental
agency did not have access to the data, in order to
ensure the privacy concerns of the companies were
covered. The technology supporting the service was a
digital matchmaking platform that enabled privacy
settings where certain information could be hidden
while browsing. Upon request, specific information
could be opened up in order to facilitate and enable
transactions. The Flemish government allocated
resources for building the platform and for human
resources to maintain it, while paying an independent
person to handle the data.

Case study 2: Peer-to-peer electricity trading
Introduction
Traditionally, electricity grids have been fed by the
concentrated generation of electricity from power plants
(coal, gas, nuclear, etc.). However, the availability of lowprice solar panels and batteries has made it possible to
produce
electricity
dispersedly
at
prosumers’
(consumers who can also act as producers) sites. This
has created a lag between the production and
consumption of electricity.
Smart meters (SMs) are nowadays widely installed at
connection nodes and come with the option of finegrained metering and bidirectional communication.
This has made it possible for prosumers (consumers
with renewable energy sources [RES] and batteries) to
have a surplus of electricity which could be injected into
the grid and traced via the use of SMs. This surplus
generated by the prosumer has been fed into the
distribution grid (for free or for a fee) until recently.
Electricity markets are now slowly entering a new
generation of electricity trading with P2P electricity
trading (Montakhabi et al., 2020). P2P electricity trading
is an opportunity for prosumers to trade/share the
surplus of electricity produced from renewable energy
sources (RES) at their premises with each other (either
directly or through an intermediary).
Challenges of Trust
Although P2P electricity trading could bring financial
benefits to prosumers and environmental benefits in
general, it may also create an opportunity for some
entities to misbehave as a way to reduce costs or
maximise profit. Impersonation, data manipulation,
eavesdropping, privacy breaches, disputes, and denialof-service (DoS) are amongst potential security/privacy
threats. Security and privacy considerations are amongst
the most serious constraints for P2P electricity trading
(Mustafa et al., 2017).
P2P electricity trading imposes some inevitable changes
in the value network of the electricity market. New
activities are required, and two new roles emerge,
namely, representatives and brokers (Montakhabi et al.,
2020). The activities taken up by representatives and
brokers require them to have access to sensitive user
data. An important question that then arises is “Who is
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Figure 2. Roles in the current electricity market. Reprinted from New Roles in Peer-toPeer Electricity Markets: Value Network Analysis, by Montakhabi et al., 2020, retrieved
from https://www.esat.kuleuven.be/cosic/publications/article-3151.pdf.
trustworthy to undertake roles with sensitive data?”
Whoever they are, trustworthiness is a necessity.
A broker is a new role in the P2P electricity market in
Flanders. A broker is an intermediate actor that
facilitates electricity trading in the P2P market. Brokers
have access to information and transactions of all the
parties involved in P2P trading. Their main objective is
to facilitate the P2P market while respecting the
electricity grid’s constraints, as well as prosumers'
preferences and privacy. A broker can be a single point
of failure because it has information on all participants
in a P2P trading market. Hackers may thus target a
broker to steal information about participants in that
P2P market (Montakhabi et al., 2020).
Role of Governments and Trust in Governments
Governments have been the sole player in the
electricity market for a long time (and are still in some
countries). The electricity market has experienced
several steps towards liberalization and some tasks
have been delegated by governments to competitive
enterprises. Yet still, there are critical roles in the hands

of governments (Erdogdu, 2014). The main actors in the
current electricity market’s value network are
prosumers/consumers,
retailers,
aggregators,
Distribution System Operators (DSOs), Transmission
System Operators (TSOs), and generators (Montakhabi
et al., 2020). (See Figure 2)
Value creation in the electricity market can be briefly
described as: Generators produce electricity power
plants centrally. Centrally generated electricity is
transmitted through the transmission grid and then
distributed through the distribution grid to consumers at
their sites. TSOs and DSOs take care of transmission and
distribution grids. They also keep the grids balanced.
Consumers freely select their retailer to purchase their
required electricity. Aggregators are new players which
represent big consumers in various markets (electricity,
balancing, etc.) (see Figure 2 for detailed critical
activities of actors.
Besides the regulatory role of governments, TSOs and
DSOs are governments’ footprints in the electricity
market’s value network. They undertake critical
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Figure 3. New roles in the near future electricity market. Reprinted from New Roles in Peer-to-Peer
Electricity Markets: Value Network Analysis, by Montakhabi et al., 2020, retrieved from
https://www.esat.kuleuven.be/cosic/publications/article-3151.pdf.

responsibilities that guarantee the availability and
stability of electricity for consumers at any time.
Furthermore, they have a monopoly in their tasks,
indicating that trust from government in this context is
not an option. Despite all the benefits regarding the
assurance of service provision and consistency through
this relationship, it is a valid concern that the monopoly
itself could be a source of threat to misuse of
information.
DSOs are already the main single actor with direct access
to consumer information within the current electricity
grid structure. Considering the required expertise for
broker and representative roles in the P2P trading
market, a simple scenario could be that a government
(through DSO) extends its responsibilities and
undertakes new roles (which would be roll-back
liberalisation in the electricity market). In this scenario,
DSOs would undertake the role of a broker in the P2P
electricity trading market (they could even further extend
and take the representative role as well). Figure 3
displays the positions of new roles in the future peer-topeer electricity trading market.

There are some important considerations (pros and
cons) which can define the outcome of a government’s
candidacy with the brokers’ (and representatives’) role:

PRO
•DSO has the required technical expertise and
experience in dealing with consumers’ sensitive
information (near real-time pattern, amount of
consumption and production).
•DSO is not a profit-seeking organisation, which
eliminates the motivation for misuse of trust for
financial benefit.

CON
•Citizens might dislike their information being
matched with other information that the
government has access to (taxes, income, etc.)
•Extension of the DSO role is in line with
monopolisation of a market; this would increase
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the government’s footprint in the electricity market
and eliminate competition.

facilitator purposes, or will it also be able to use the same
data in its role as a regulator?

•It is more probable to think of the emergence of
breakthrough technologies and disruptive
innovations if people in the private sector can
compete to take this role.

Important factors that can overcome this issue are the
following:

Can Technology Mitigate the Lack of Trust?
The aforementioned threats, considerations, and lack of
trust could be mitigated to some extent by the use of
blockchain technology combined with sharing platforms
that have P2P electricity trading (Vangulick et al., 2018).
From a business perspective, “blockchain is an exchange
network for moving transactions, value, assets between
peers, without the assistance of [trusted] intermediaries”
(Mougayar, 2016). It ensures secure authenticated and
accurate transactions by cryptography, and provides a
distributed ledger, which keeps all transactions
immutable (Murkin et al, 2016). Blockchain technology
appears set to help mitigate the lack (or to remove the
requirement) of trust amongst involved parties in P2P
markets. Running a platform built on blockchain
technology requires a government’s willingness to
release some of its monopoly in the electricity market in
the first place, along with needed investment for setting
up the required platform.

Discussion
An important outcome of the two case-studies is the role
of governments. A government could play a key role in
creating trustworthiness for the growth of a sharing
economy between businesses and peers, as described in
table 1.
In the case studies, it was clear that the role of a
“neutral” government, without any particular economic
motivation, is an important factor in putting the
government forward as a trustworthy candidate to
ensure trust in sharing economies. An important
question arises: “Is the government itself trustworthy?”.
In both case studies, distrust of the government was
observed. This was due to the fact of the government’s
dual role: on the one hand, government plays the role of
a facilitator of data sharing, while on the other hand, it
also plays the role of a regulator. Thus, a crucial question
arises for determining the role of the government in
ensuring trust in the sharing economy: can one
guarantee that the government uses data solely for

1. Governments need to clearly divide the role of
facilitator and regulator. This can be done by
ensuring a public digital platform can exist through
its support, but the handling of data can be done by
neutral parties. This way, regulating entities at the
government would not be able to use the same
data.
2. Governments can ensure trust through
technologies. On one hand, blockchain technology
can enable opportunities for distributed trust,
where access to data can be limited to certain
“permissioned” parties. In digital platforms,
technologies can also ensure, with access rights,
that the data remains confidential.
Thus, governments can play a significant role in
ensuring trust in sharing economies. At the same time,
certain limitations need to be put on the government’s
role, involving access rights to citizen data.

Conclusions and opportunities for further research
Trust is crucial to enable any sharing economy, of which
P2P transactions of value form a key part. In order to
enable trust, information as a digital cue is a crucial
aspect. The asymmetries of information in the market
create bottlenecks to building this trust. Thus,
governments can serve to play a role in ensuring trust
between actors (B2B, B2C, and P2P). In this paper, we
have analysed the adequacy of governments’ potential
role in enabling trust, transparency, and security in
sharing economies based on two case studies. The cases
concerned industrial symbioses and P2P electricity
trading.
The researchers observed that to define a government’s
role in ensuring trust, no one-size-fits all answer exists.
In the B2B use case, a government could play its role by
being an objective facilitator that can mediate between
competitive powers in the market. Yet, a government
needs to be aware to clearly divide the role of being a
facilitator and a regulator. Due to this challenge, digital
platforms with clear data access rights are crucial, where
a government or government agents may not get access
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Table 1. Case study comparison of the role of the government in ensuring trust in the sharing economy

to crucial or sensitive private information. In the P2P use
case, governments could play an important role.
Nevertheless, this comes with the risk that a monopoly
position might arise, which could threaten the
functioning of the overall ecosystem. The governance of
creating a trusted entity could be enabled by introducing
a blockchain distributed ledger system with P2P
functionality.
In the sharing economy field as a whole, the outcome of

the research in this paper suggests that governments can
play a significant role. However, that role must always
overlap with other roles that need to be identified as
well. The major benefit of including the government is
its neutral, and often non-competitive position, which
can serve to increase market exchanges. Yet, the major
hurdles to overcome involve access to data for the
government, and the power it gives governments to
create new digital monopolies. Technologies such as
digital platforms and blockchain can contribute to
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ensuring trust in sharing economies, as they can limit
the need for governments to access and handle private
data. Blockchain technology and digital platforms are
supposed to help mitigate the lack (or in some cases,
remove the requirement) of trust amongst active parties.
Yet, governments at the same time need to be willing to
release their monopolies and control over data access
rights in order to overcome this hurdle.
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More for Less? Sharing Economy as a Driver of
Public Welfare Innovation
Eva Pallesen and Marie Aakjær
It is… what can you say, like keeping together, right? You help each other
with small things.
User of digital platform for citizens with lung disease

This article investigates sharing economy as a path to welfare innovation. It is based on a case where a
digital platform is activated in order to support sharing among citizens with lung disease, and thereby
increase health and wellbeing. The case exemplifies how sharing economy currently is taken up by
public actors in the attempt to prolong the goals of the public sector beyond itself. This implies drawing
everyday sharing practices into a new middle between formal organization and private relations. In a
critical response to literature on sharing economy that tends to reduce ‘sharing’ to ‘transaction’, the
article draws attention to how sharing entangles with hopes, fears, and affectual engagements of
everyday life, and to how it interacts with technology in unforeseen ways and beyond anticipated
outcomes. Based on the analysis, the article concludes that there may be good reasons for public
welfare authorities to engage in facilitating sharing among citizens. This is not because it is likely to
provide ‘more for less’ in relation to predetermined goals, but rather because it can open up other
kinds of welfare outcomes that cannot be produced by public organizations themselves.

Introduction
The emergence of the term ‘sharing economy’ has
evoked hopes for a more sustainable future, as well as
fears of a rawer capitalism (Martin, 2016). In this
context, the state is called upon in its capacity as
regulator, which must counteract problems created by
the sharing economy. Increasingly, however, the
public sector is also called upon to renew and reinvent
itself from the very model of sharing economy. In this
context, ‘sharing economy’ not only refers to an
emergent new economic order, but also to an
organizational form that unsettles the state itself
(Lovink & Rossiter, 2019). The idea of ‘sharing’ as the
digitally mediated distribution of access to underused
resources, here comes into sight as a possible way to
address the pressure of complex problems, ageing
populations, and tight budgets that many western
welfare states currently face (give&take.eu; Vive, 2017).
In this article, we turn our interest to sharing economy
as a form of organizing that simultaneously unsettles
and creates new hopes for the welfare state. We
investigate the idea of digitally mediated sharing as a
path to welfare innovation based on a case where this

idea is translated into (local) practice. While sharing
economy has attracted substantial research attention as
a new market form, ‘sharing’ as an activity that goes
beyond the economic sphere, has not had the same
scholarly attention (Belk, 2013, 2014; John & Sützl, 2015).
Studies of the public sector in relation to sharing
economy have primarily focused on its role in a market
context as regulator or user (Ganapati & Reddick, 2018;
Hofman et al., 2019), while the influence of sharing
economy on the public sector itself as organizational
form has had less research attention.
Consequently, we know more about regulatory
challenges for public authorities and less about how
sharing economy is translated into public sector
practice, and how that matters in citizens’ everyday
lives. In the ambition of contributing to this question, we
analyze a case where a Danish municipal healthcare unit
engages in promoting a digital platform in order to
enable sharing of care and welfare services among
citizens with chronic lung disease. The case was
generated as part of the Mature-project, based in a
Danish municipality, which aims to co-design digitally
mediated sharing within senior communities.
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With an explicit reference to sharing economy and
senior citizens as possessing ‘untapped knowledge and
experience, time, and energy’, the project sets out to
provide ‘scenarios for older adults as recipients,
citizens, providers, and developers of future care and
welfare services’, that are considered to be a matter of
‘survival of the welfare system’ (Vive, 2017). Before
turning to the empirical case however, we first
contextualise the focus of the article in existing research
literature, and address the methodological questions it
implies.

Research literature: sharing economy, technology, and
the public sector
‘Sharing economy’ as a term is often used
interchangeably with ‘collaborative economy’ or
‘platform economy’, referring to a new economic order
characterized by the rapid emergence of virtual
platforms, that match individual suppliers of goods and
services, with individual customers who demand these
goods and services (Rochet & Tirole, 2003). Hence, all
three concepts refer to a break with traditional economy
in the sense that ‘firms transacting with individuals’ is
replaced with ‘individuals transacting with individuals’.
Although digital platforms are also part of traditional
economy, in the sharing economy they gain a new
centrality since they operate as a substitute for previous
ways of relating suppliers, producers, and customers
(Mair & Reischauer, 2017).
However, to a larger extent than ‘collaborative’ or
‘platform’, the word sharing signals the promise of a
kind of new social order. Thus, the emergence of
sharing economies has given rise to hopes as well as
criticisms: while advocates see it as a movement of
reform and activism, opening up to new forms of
emancipation and innovation (Acquier & Carbone,
2018); critics on the other hand, question the idealized
vision and see ‘sharing economy’ as a nice word
concealing a rawer capitalism, where employment
relations are destabilized and individualized (Scholz,
2016).
Stressing the heterogeneity of sharing economy, several
typologies and definitions have been offered in the
research literature (Acquier & Carbone, 2018; Mair and
Reischauer, 2017; Hamari et al., 2016). Hamari et al.
(2016) link sharing economy to collaborative
consumption, defined as “the peer-to-peer-based
activity of obtaining, giving, or sharing the access to
goods and services, coordinated through communitybased online services”. The centrality of online

mediation is also stressed by Mair and Reischauer
(2017), who define sharing economy as “a web of
markets in which individuals use various forms of
compensation to transact the redistribution of and
access to resources, mediated by a digital platform
operated by an organization”. The locus of sharing
economy is here unambiguously identified as the
market, the only difference being that payment is only
one compensation form out of many, which in sharing
economy may also include gift giving or bartering. They
here subsume gift giving under the market context, while
others have placed the sharing economy on a span
between market economy and gift economy
(Sundararajan, 2016). Mair and Reischauer’s definition
further stresses new access to, and distribution of goods
already there, rather than the production of new ones.
This highlights an aspect that links sharing economy to a
sustainability agenda (Heinrich, 2013).
In this conceptualisation, it is regarded as a key feature
of sharing economy that it creates new access to
resources that are currently underused. The case
analyzed in this article exemplifies how this aspect is
currently picked up as an organizing principle, which
can be applied as a strategy in public sector governance
(give&take.eu; Vive, 2017). In this context, the relation of
technology and the welfare state is reconfigured.
Historically, the emergence of the western welfare state
is intimately entangled with the history of technology. In
the Scandinavian welfare states, where our empirical
study is located, technological innovation was from the
beginning deliberately supported as an instrument for
enhanced prosperity, and as an approach in public
social and healthcare policies (Klüver, 2005). The recent
arrival of digital platforms, however, creates new roles
and positions for welfare professionals (Nickelsen &
Elkjær, 2017). In activating digital platforms to facilitate
sharing, the public sector’s role is further altered with
municipalities here positioned in parallel to the role of
platform venture (Reischauer & Mair, 2018). Rather than
directly providing a service, they deliver a frame in
which citizens can access and share services. ‘Sharing’
here represents the possibility to extend the goals of the
public (for example, healthcare) organization beyond
itself, by enabling citizens to share knowledge and
services that contribute to the outcomes pursued by the
public sector (for example, increased health and
mobility for citizens), yet without the municipality
necessarily being the service provider. Thus, in the
notion of sharing economy as a path to welfare
innovation, the everyday practice of sharing between
people who trust one another is drawn into a new
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middle between formal
informal relations.

organization

and

purely

However, as emphasized by Belk (2013, 2014) and others
inspired by Belk (John & Sützl, 2015), the scholarly
concept of ‘sharing’ as a specific kind of action distinct
from gift giving or market exchange is underdeveloped,
despite a recent rapid increase in research focus on
digital sharing and sharing economy. ‘Sharing’ seems
here to be implicitly couched in new forms of
transaction (moving from ‘individuals transacting with
corporations’
to
‘individuals
transacting
with
individuals’), which are accompanied by new forms of
compensation (extending compensation into the nonmonetary). Relatedly, most of the work done on the
sharing economy does not problematize the role of
technology (Sutherland & Jaharri, 2018) or “engage with
its interactions with existing norms, cultures, or other
important contextual elements” (Ibid, 2018).
Since the sharing economy is currently lifted up as a
solution on challenges at a societal level, we find it
urgent to study how this idea translates into practice.
Furthermore, we find it important to do so without
automatically inheriting the assumptions about sharing
(collapsed with transaction) and the concept of
technology (loosened from the political) that dominate
the literature on ‘sharing economy’. This implies the
study of sharing as an everyday practice including its
material, affective, and bodily aspects. In the next
section, we address how we take up this ambition
methodologically.

Method
Methodology and analytical approach
Moving from the general idea of sharing economy as a
form of organizing to its micro-level poses some
challenges to data collection and analysis. While the
Mature project description talks about digital sharing of
‘welfare services’ and ‘untapped resources’, such things
are more ambiguous in practice. We may thus ask: how
can one locate the ‘resources’ being tapped and the
‘welfare’ being digitally exchanged?
In terms of methodology, however, this problem
implies phenomenological interest (Holt & Sandberg,
2011), that is, an urge to move from the abstract notion
of ‘digitally mediated sharing of welfare’ to a focus on
how sharing plays out in everyday life. This points to
data collecting methods (such as observation and
informal interviews) related to the ethnographic field
(Ybema et al., 2009; Czarniawska, 2014) with its

emphasis on ‘being there’ in the middle of things. In
this case, ‘being there’ was twofold: it meant being
there in digital space, having access to what was shared
on the platform, as well as having access to situations
where people using the platform meet off-line.
The emphasis on ethnographic data collection methods
was also related to our aim of going beyond an
entitative and instrumental approach to technology,
which tends to position the digital platform as an
isolated driver of predefined change. Instead, we have
aimed to study the use of the digital platform in a way
that does not exclude context, and not only focuses on
what it is used for and when, but includes how it
matters in the lives of participants, and how it evokes
and is evoked by other components in people’s
everyday life.
Pursuing this aim, we have found situational analysis
(Clarke 2003, 2005) helpful. Drawing on the tradition of
Grounded Theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), it places
more emphasis on the relationality and co-constitution
of assemblages of diverse components (Clarke, 2018).
Inspired by situational analysis, we thus started out by
creating situational maps, which, in accordance with
Clarke’s notion of this, laid out human, non-human,
and other situational elements, focusing on analysis of
the relations among them (Clarke, 2003).
Based on our interest in ‘sharing’ as a vital part of
everyday life (rather than a limited activity of
transacting), this mapping process implied listening
carefully to the citizens’ descriptions of daily life and to
how (relations of) components emerge as significant to
people.
Inspired
by
Sarah
Pink’s
(2009
conceptualization of analysis as “points in the research
process, where there is a particularly intense treatment
of research material”, we sought to open up
opportunities for citizens to take active parts as coanalysers in this creative intensity. By using statements
and photos collected in the research process to evoke
their reflections and listen to the connections they
would make from the collected material to their
everyday lives, we aimed to use empirical material such
as interviews and photos not simply as representative,
but as evocative (Pink 2009). Thus, our aim was to
explore how statements and photos from one person or
one situation may open up a path into the multiple and
multisensory everyday experiences of other citizens.
This, for example, meant attending to points in the
workshop where many participants suddenly react
(nod, sigh, or speak at once).
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The analysis draws on material from the research and
development project Mature, more specifically a part of
the project: Work Package 3 (WP3). This Work Package
was designed with inspiration from another project, the
Give&Take-project (Give&take.eu), in which the aim was
to co-design digitally mediated sharing among seniors in
Denmark and Austria, with citizens exchanging services
and resources. In WP3, this was translated into a local
setting, a Danish municipality that had already made
efforts to connect people (off line) with chronic lung
conditions, in particular Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary
Disease (COPD). The senior citizens attending the
municipality’s exercise activities for people with lung
disease were contacted and asked whether they would
find any interest in trying out what a digital platform
might do to support their interactions. The platform
allowed both group postings as well as individual
messages. The municipality was active in implementing
the digital platform, which was in practice conducted by
the coordinator organizing the municipal services for
people with lung disease.
The empirical material was gathered throughout a
period of one year (September 2017- September 2018),
based on a qualitative in-depth study of 11 citizens with
access to the digital platform. It encompasses semistructured interviews, informal conversations, and
observations from citizens’ physical gatherings (in total
21 interviews or observations) as well as data from
interactions on the platform, including the number of
sent and read messages. The number of 11 citizens
obviously poses a quantitative limitation to the study;
consequently, the empirical material is not suitable for
identifying generalizable causal relationships and
explanations. Instead, the study aims at contributing to
the qualitative understanding of practices that are
always situated and local. The workshop, arranged after
seven months of access to the platform, was a way to
extend the qualitative ‘thickness’ of the material by
putting excerpts from interviews with and observations
by the 11 citizens into play among a larger group of
citizens.

Analysis: Sharing in the everyday context ofchronic
disease
The following presentation of data is organized around
what was shared, or intended to be shared. However, as
shown in the analysis, the question of ‘what’ was
actually shared can be discussed. Information, tools, and
maps are not simply isolated entities being transacted
among citizens, but rather components that interact in

different ways with other components, including the
hopes, fears, and affectual engagements of everyday life.
The analysis draws attention to how sharing emerges in
this kind of interaction, rather than in the transaction
alone. It also points to the municipality as just one
component among other components, that interact in
unforeseen ways and beyond anticipated outcomes.
Sharing maps
An idea that immediately attracted peoples’ attention
was discussed also offline. It involved the possibility of
sharing maps of local walking routes digitally, then
inviting people online for a walk via the platform:
User 1: I know some people are troubled with the
long routes and where you start and all that. You
could make different [walking] routes. And make
some routes where you could sign up to join. For
example, on the platform, then we could make
some routes from the local area, which would fit
everyone, depending on the capacity you have (…)
User 2: There is no place like [the local area] where
there are some fantastic routes in nature, where
there are many possibilities to walk. We could
make suggestions of routes with different lengths –
for example, I walk a lot out on the reef…
User 3: (breaks in): …but there! – I don’t dare to walk
at all at such places where there’s no access for an
ambulance or where I cannot receive help if I get
in trouble. I don’t dare walk there – it is out of
question! In my case – I simply cannot go there! [a
lot speak at once; somebody suggests a route and
several add ‘there is also the fort…’, ‘...or just a
walk on the beach’ or ‘I think…’]
The idea discussed here explicitly resonates with the
Mature-project’s aims and hopes of enabling the
sharing of health-promoting initiatives, related to the
specific condition of lung disease, like on platforms
such as ‘Give & Take’. However, in this conversation
about the possibility of sharing walking routes on the
platform, it is also clear that this cannot be reduced to a
question of exchanging detached knowledge of
landscape as a site for exercise (levels of difficulty, hills,
and inclines). It is also entangled with everyday life and
may catalyze previous experiences, for example, on how
a specific geographic location has appeared
inaccessible and isolated in the context of lung disease.
Noticeably, this idea about walking routes returns
repeatedly in conversations addressing the possibilities
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of the digital platform.; However, as long as data
collection lasts, this remains an exercise of collective
dreaming, driven forward by suggestions starting with
‘you could easily…’ ‘and then we could…’, turning into
then ‘it doesn’t have to be that hard’, and other
expressions on the way to eventually making the
technical attempt. People repeatedly return to the
possibility of the digital platform; however, to our
knowledge they actually do not go out walking on these
specific routes as a result of maps shared on such a
platform.
Thus, the project assumption (or hope) was that citizens
would be attracted to the platform community by the
knowledge or service they can get or share (exchange)
there. However, rather than being a tool for an actual
exchange of knowledge or service, in this case the
platform functions as a driver of a collective sense of
possibility. It allows users to hold on to the feeling that
the world is still worthy of new plans in the context of
serious chronic disease. Thus, rather than just enabling
an exchange, the digital platform evokes an ‘expectant
forward looking’ (collective dreaming) as well as a
reactivation of past experience and anxiety, both of
which reach beyond an instrumental exchange of
information.
The ‘sense of possibility’ seems to be a vital aspect
whenever the point in being connected on the digital
platform is addressed by Users:
User: I can still see the point in being on Facebook or
on the computer [digital platform], right? (…) I can
easily think of, if I sit home a day, maybe a Sunday
afternoon and the weather is nice, I would like to
go out for a walk. Might there be somebody I could
invite? Might there be somebody who could invite
me ? I could do that. ... Or if somebody hasn’t been
here, I haven’t seen for a long time, I can just write
them: ‘Hey, how are you?’ ‘Is it really bad or are
you just on holiday’?
Thus, the digital platform produces a feeling that there
are always others ‘out there’ to reach out to. Notably,
this feeling also seems to matter on days when reaching
out is not actually carried out. This indicates that
sharing practices are constituted more diffusely in
interaction with expectations and anticipation, rather
than only in the actual transaction of ‘something’ .
Sharing information
From the perspective of information and services
exchange, one could have expected that information

sharing among citizens would be centred around lung
disease, which is the condition the Users have in
common and need help to handle. What we see in the
material, however, is that Users do not, to any
significant degree, share factual information about their
illness, neither online nor offline. Some Users explicitly
state that they are repulsed by, rather than attracted to,
digital platforms where information on illness is shared:
User 1: But I will also say that I rarely enter it [COPD
patient association’s digital platform] because
sometimes, all that illness just makes me sick,
because you don’t…
User 2: No, you don’t have the energy, do you?
Thus, the presupposition that Users will be attracted to
the digital platform by the information they can get or
share there related to a specific health condition, is
often more ambiguous in practice. The examples of
such sharing that we saw on the platform, almost
exclusively came from the municipality (more precisely
the employee coordinating activities for citizens with
chronic lung disease). While the municipal coordinator
tried to push forward information links on COPD and
instructions for exercises on the digital platform, this
did not attract unambiguous attention from the users,
as exemplified in the following observation note from a
setting where the coordinator meets with platform users
after the exercise session:
The coordinator asks if anybody saw the television
program about COPD. It was about health and COPD.
He has shared the link on the digital platform. Nobody
has seen it. One of the citizens takes up his tablet, but he
has trouble connecting it to the WIFI of the municipal
activity centre. The coordinator walks to his place.
Meanwhile, a woman says that now she is excluded; she
cannot get linked to the platform, and now everything
will happen there. She has a brain injury, and cannot
remember from one moment to the next the
instructions she is given on how to be linked to the
platform. She has now thrown out the computer. ‘Once
you got pictures of grandchildren on paper, but now
everything is on the phone or the computer’, she says.
The coordinator says that she will not be excluded, ‘we
can still meet physically’, he adds.
While the municipal coordinator uses the platform to
share a link to specific knowledge, it does not attract
much attention, except from one woman who speaks
up. However, it is not simply the information itself - the
specific television programme - that seems important to
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her, but rather the sense that she is now about to be
excluded from what is going on where ‘everything will
happen’. In contrast with a paper photo of one’s
grandchildren, which one can hold in their hands,
accessing the digital depends on being successfully
linked.
Like information and memories in a damaged brain, the
digital is here felt as fragile and elusive, almost
unreliable. Hence, just like access to a digital platform
may produce a sense of possibility of something that is
yet to come, it may also produce a sense of being cut off
from an emergent future. The platform evokes joyful
expectation, as well as a sense of being repelled or
excluded. Thus, its interaction with other components
in citizens’ everyday lives has aesthetic as well as
political aspects, rather than purely instrumental ones.
Sharing tools
The Mature project was inscribed in an agenda about
activating digital platforms that allowed senior citizens
to share, not only knowledge, but also services and care.
Hence, they could be positioned as both ‘providers’ and
‘receivers’ of welfare services, similar to individuals
being both suppliers and demanders in the case of
platform ventures. And there are examples in the
material, where users share specific aids related to their
condition:
User: Take for example Gerda: I have difficulties
getting down to my shoes, they have become so far
away down there. Gerda noticed and brought a
shoehorn that can help her change from sneakers
to boots. Damn, that is lovely isn’t it?
Interviewer: So, you understand those details and
what is difficult for the others?
User: It is … what can you say, like, keeping together,
right? You help each other with small things.
The actual aid that the user in this example gets (the
shoehorn) is so entangled with mundane aspects of life
(‘small things’) that it is almost not visible from the
abstract vantage point of Mature’s project description,
which talks about ‘welfare services’ and ‘untapped
resources’.
Putting
on
shoes
normally
falls
unproblematically into the background of everyday life;
however, in the context of reduced respiratory capacity,
the shoes suddenly become visible ‘far away down
there’. The shoehorn - an everyday tool mediating the
body and the shoes - is here passed on from Gerda to

another user. Noticeably however, this sharing does not
simply emanate from the two being isolated users
connected on the digital platform; it is conditional on a
process that emerges from recurrent physical copresence. Gerda observes another user having a
problem in the context of their bodily co-presence.
Prompted by shared experience (she knows how it feels)
and affectual attachment (she is emotionally tied to and
cares for the other), she remembers it as she gets home
to her own shoehorn and brings it the next time they
meet.
Rather than replacing physical co-presence and existing
everyday technologies, the digital platform interacts
with these in a process where emotional attachment
and valuation of singularity are key aspects. Although
several users explicitly state that they are not private
friends with other users, sharing does not take place
among interchangeable, anonymous users mediated by
the platform. Instead, it relies on a communization
process in which belonging and interdependency
prevails (Vaujany et al., 2019).
Sharing coffee
Thus, in the sharing practices that emerge among senior
citizens with access to the digital platform, physical copresence does not cease to be important. On the
contrary, there is one kind of sharing, stressed by the
users themselves, that we had almost overlooked in all
its mundanity. In the workshop, a number of photos
from fieldwork and statements from interviews with the
users were placed on the table and they were asked to
pick up a card representing something vital in their
interaction with other COPD patients. Here, the
keyword was coffee rather than ‘information’, ‘service’,
or ‘care’:
User: I have chosen this [photo] where we sit down
and have coffee together afterwards [after the
exercise session organized by the municipality].
And then that statement (reads from a piece of
paper) ‘First we buy a pot of coffee and then we
have a cozy time and talk about how things go
along and what each other will do and have done’.
Instead of here [the off-line workout session
organized by the municipality] we are sometimes
told to shut up, right? (scattered laughter)
Interviewer: So, it’s about getting to talk with each
other?
User: It is. It means a lot.
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In relation to the overall agenda of rescuing the welfare
state, all of this talk about coffee may seem very
mundane. As indicated in the quote however, gathering
around coffee is simultaneously a more open and
intimate form of sociality than the workout sessions
organized by the municipality as a way to enhance
respiratory capacity. In the latter, talk and jokes, which
are not related to the aims of the exercises, are closed
down (smoking pauses were banned as well). In
contrast, in the open form of sociality organized around
coffee, the aim of being together is less explicit and
more open to what role one participates in.
Participation itself can have other forms than being
physically or conversationally active, as illustrated when
a user explains why she appreciates sharing coffee with
the others:
User: It is good to hear about others’ everyday life.
How everyday time is spent. Where you talk about
… a crossword puzzle, right? I actually like to relax
and just listen to that. You don’t have to talk
yourself, but you can absorb some of it [several
nods, adds a ‘yes’]. In any case, I do.
Hence, one could say that it is actually not so much
coffee itself, which is shared in the interactions around
coffee. Rather coffee is that which organizes sharing in a
certain way. When users share coffee together, they do
not only offer coffee to each other; they offer themselves
for others to be with in an open-ended setting. This
enables a certain (relying, listening) mode of
engagement that sets aside specific expectations
regarding the situation’s outcomes and produces a
readiness for opening up oneself to let in (‘absorb’)
some of the world. However, this also reveals
vulnerability:
User 1: It is also about following each other … if there
is somebody who doesn’t turn up one day. Wonder
... (U1 and U2 simultaneously) what has happened
to them?
User 3: What is happening and why didn’t they turn
up? It is like thinking about each other how…
User 1: (continues) ... how each other… like… how
far are they? It is not so much that we talk about
illness. I don’t like it either.
A large part of the material addresses the feeling of
vulnerability related to the other’s death or serious
illness:

User 1: That is the toughest part. When people don’t
show up, well.
User 2: It is also…
User 3: It is not to bear, is it? (…) Hell, it hurts [many
speak at once]
Thus, sharing around coffee is not so much centred
around the illness-health distinction (in contrast to the
municipality’s exercise program); rather it relates to the
death-life tension.
The introduction of the digital platform was an attempt
to prolong the goals of the public sector beyond itself by
activating everyday sharing for a health-promoting
purpose. However, everyday sharing does not simply
revolve around the same distinctions as public welfare
services. In the latter, physical exercise belongs to one
side (health promoting factors), while cigarettes and
schnapps (which were also shared among users) belong
to the other side (health hazardous factors). In everyday
sharing however, they can both be components in the
same purpose: to feel alive and connected in the context
of vulnerability.

Discussion: Sharing economy as a driver for
innovating welfare services
While the digital platform is promoted by the
municipality with the explicit intention of prolonging
the goals of the public healthcare unit, this is pursued by
enabling processes and practices that are more porous
and contingent than the public organization itself. The
interactions revolving around the platform are framed
less by fixed goals and roles than the formal
organization implies. But they are still more formally
organized than purely informal relationships in the
users’ lives.
Thus, in taking up sharing economy as a path to welfare
innovation, the everyday practice of sharing is drawn
into a new middle between formal organization and
purely informal relations. The public welfare system
remains in the picture via the municipality’s active role
in promoting the platform, while the municipal
coordinator is only there as one component among
other components, which are not linked to each other
within a hierarchical order bound for a specific service
production. While the relations of the formal (public)
organization of the municipality are pre-coded into
certain goals and roles, the relations among the
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components in the emerging network among citizens
with chronic disease are temporarily and contingently
attached to each other. Rather than an organizational
hierarchy, we could speak of a qualitative assemblage
(Hjorth, 2014) in which heterogeneous elements such as
digital platform, base location, coordinator, coffee,
dreams, fears, and diagnosis interact in unpredictable
ways and with unknown outcomes.
In this context, the relation of technology and public
sector is multiplied. Rather than primarily being one of
strategic instrumentality, it has become more
contingently constituted in assemblages implying new
positions for public sector agents. Notably, however, the
analysis on the previous pages exemplifies sharing
practices that have taken place on the limits of
technology in the hands of the welfare state. In
particular, when illness strikes in unforeseen and unfair
ways, or when death lures and fear intensifies, that is,
when vulnerability prevails. This especially draws
attention to sharing as an everyday practice that
precisely thrives at the point where generalizable laws
and predetermined goals are no longer applicable, and
where emotional attachment and valuation of
singularity are key aspects.
The digital platform does play a role at this threshold,
but not simply as a tool for redistribution of ‘untapped’
resources in the service of ‘accelerating’ known
outcomes. Rather, it catalyzes dreams of future
connections as well as driving fears for relations that
may slip away. In this context, technology comes into
play among other interrelating components in the
users’ lives, evoking imagination and forward thinking
as well as past experience in unforeseen ways and with
unknown outcomes.
Hence, it raises questions about the possibilities for
shared living that are enabled by technological
mediation, and who will be included or left out.
Furthermore, it suggests that there are limitations in
activating sharing as part of continued rationalisation of
the welfare state, since sharing precisely unfolds at the
limits of means-ends rationality. However, because of
this, the public sector can, by engaging in facilitating
(digitally mediated) sharing among citizens, open up a
space in-between formal organization and private
relations in which other kinds of welfare outcomes
emerge, such as a ‘sense of possibility’ in the context of
severe chronic disease.

Conclusion
Sharing economy does not simply represent the
possibility of getting ‘more for less’ in a public sector
context, since sharing as an everyday practice precisely
thrives at the limits of predetermined goals, roles, and
outcomes. In this article, we have aimed at contributing
to an understanding of sharing not only as a limited
transaction, but also as a vital aspect of everyday life. In
this view, sharing is both before and beyond the state,
and hence marks the ‘other’ that it lives and develops
from. That is, however, also the very basis for the
innovative potential in relation to government. By
actively facilitating online and offline sharing within
specific citizen groups, the public sector can initiate a
new middle between formal organization and private
networks in which ‘other’ forms of felt welfare are
enabled that cannot be produced by
formal
organization itself. Nevertheless, this also raises new
questions about how digital mediation is reframing our
understanding of sharing as an everyday practice, and
urges public sector agents to attend to - not only the
instrumental - but also the political and aesthetic
aspects of digitally mediated sharing, when it is put to
work in a welfare context.
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Citizen Perceptions of Government’s Resistance
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Sharing economy services is one of the fastest growing segments in today’s economy, especially in
urban centres. However, some cities have taken a negative stance and sought to prohibit sharing
economy services, which has raised tensions between citizens and the local government. This paper
adopts a case study approach to investigate what the main topics are in citizen perceptions of their
government’s resistance to shared parking in Ottawa, the capital city of Canada, where shared parking
is considered illegal. In so doing, the study applies topic modelling on readers’ comments following
news about local residents being threatened with legal action by the city for providing shared parking
services to government employees suffering from insufficient office parking resources. Based on six
identified topics, the study establishes a conceptual framework that contributes to the literature on
sharing economies by illustrating how citizens perceive their government’s resistance toward sharing
economies. The paper considers whether sharing economy services could be an innovation that
would benefit societies, and how understanding citizen perceptions through online comments can
help a government to solve policy issues and create win-win resolutions.

Introduction
Over the past decade, “sharing economies” have
surfaced as a huge challenge for cities and governments
(Vith et al., 2019). Although the term “sharing
economy” lacks a clear and widely accepted definition
(Gyódi, 2019; Pedroni, 2019), studies commonly
emphasize the use of “slack resources” and the ways
collaborative consumption can be beneficial for both
individuals and societies (May et al., 2017). In a
particular sharing economy, “idle resources” are
allocated for “peer-to-peer” (P2P) sharing with people
outside of one’s typical social networks (Frenken &
Schor, 2017). In such situations, the “access over
ownership” principle allows individuals to use goods
and services that they could not afford or would not
otherwise choose to own (Constantiou et al., 2017;
Netter et al., 2019). Sharing assets can nevertheless lead
to more efficient use of resources when properly
organised, drive down costs, supplement incomes, and
enhance social interactivity (Greene & McGinty, 2016;
Leung et al., 2019). It also marks the rise of new
business models built around social technology
platforms (Kathan et al., 2016), which are breaking

down industry boundaries (Russo & Stasi, 2016), and
providing cities with new opportunities for economic
growth (Zon, 2015).
Nonetheless, city governments have tended to vary in
their interpretation of the opportunities and challenges
of sharing economies, as well as in making an
authoritative response (Vith et al., 2019). Thus, some
cities have prohibited sharing economy services such as
short-term rentals, while others support the provision
of such services, and a large number of cities have
simply refrained from taking a clear position on sharing
economics (Hong & Lee, 2018). Both ignorance and
resistance toward sharing economy services seem
logical, as government officials rarely get credit for
being innovative, but rather easily get punished for their
missteps (Zon, 2015). However, Pawlicz (2019) argues
that introducing regulations to prohibit sharing
economy services may lead to fewer innovations and
reduced economic activity in the city. In general, rules
and regulations are a major barrier to sharing economy
adoption in many cities (May et al., 2017). On the other
hand, even strict regulations can contribute positively
to the supply of sharing economy services by making it
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explicit what is legal and what is illegal (Uzunca &
Borlenghi, 2019).
According to Hofmann et al. (2019), there is a need to
understand the tensions between citizen users and the
authorities, which have arisen from government’s
negative attitude toward sharing economies. Further,
prior studies (for example, May et al., 2017; Ganapati &
Reddick, 2018), call for more research on the barriers
and opportunities related to specific sectors and
integrations of sharing economies. In urban research,
shared mobility, particularly ride hailing (for example,
Uber and Lyft) is among the most studied and debated
of sharing economy services in the context of cities
(Ganapati & Reddick, 2018). However, Novikova (2017)
argues that there is still need for research in a related
sector, namely, at the intersection of shared mobility
and physical infrastructure, such as buildings, roads,
and parking. In fact, shared parking, which refers to
matching seekers with available parking spaces on
demand by lending or renting out unoccupied parking
space such as residential driveways and private parking
spots (Boysen et al., 2019; Kim et al., 2019), is an
exemplary but under-researched area of sharing
economies (Xu et al., 2020).
This study aims to understand what the main topics are
in citizen perceptions of a local government’s resistance
to shared parking in Ottawa, the capital city of Canada
where shared parking is considered illegal. In so doing,
the study applies “topic modelling”, which is a
machine-learning based automated content analysis
method, on a publicly available data set of 414 online
news readers’ comments that followed a recent CBC
news article. This particular article was about local
residents being threatened with legal action by the city
for providing shared parking services to government
employees who suffer from their employer’s insufficient
office parking resources. By identifying and discussing
key topics in readers’ comments, and creating a
conceptual framework based on the empirical findings,
the study contributes to the literature on sharing
economies by showing how citizens perceive their
government’s resistance to economic sharing of
resources, an innovation that would seem to benefit
society. The paper explores how understanding citizen
perceptions through online comments can help the
government solve policy issues through crowd
suggested win-win resolutions.

Literature Review
The “excess capacity” of resources such as houses, cars,

and parking places is present when an owner does not
consume their resources all the time, thus enabling
them to lend or rent out resources to those in need
(Frenken & Schor, 2017). Private car parking provides an
example of a resource with potential for sharing, as a
parking spot is empty once its owners drive a car out,
until they drive back to park it (Xu et al., 2020). The
objective of parking sharing is to match local parking
demand with empty parking spaces (Russo & Stasi,
2016; Xu et al., 2020), such as household driveways or
additional parking options.
Users seeking parking space often use a sharing
platform to specify their target position and rental
interval (Boysen et al., 2019), and then pay for the
service. Despite parking spots being “immobile” rather
than “mobile” resources like cars (Boysen et al., 2019),
peer-to-peer parking services are commonly considered
as “Uber for parking” (Zvolska et al., 2019). Boysen et al.
(2019) note that when people need a parking space, they
are often willing to accept whatever is available, as long
as it is 1) large enough for their vehicle, 2) available
during the requested rental period, 3) does not cause
excessive walking to the target position, and 4) is
affordable.
However, many local governments have started to
regulate sharing economy services such as shared
parking, in order to manage the disruptive effects they
may generate (Kim et al., 2019; Hong & Lee, 2018).
Extant laws and regulations to manage safety,
workforce, privacy, and tax issues in such communityoriented distributed systems are either inapplicable or
differently applicable for sharing economies (Leung et
al., 2019), and which are therefore in need of being
updated (Greene & McGinty, 2016). Also, citizens are
argued to have an interest in defending the sharing
economy against the unfair limitations imposed by
extant laws and regulations (Pedroni, 2019).
The most socially innovative regulatory changes should
address not only the interests of government and
business, but also those of citizens who are ultimately
the primary users and voluntary providers of shared
services (Hofmann et al., 2019; Zvolska et al., 2019). That
said, a government may not at any given time have a
good or clear understanding of its citizens’ interests. As
well, public opinion is somewhat divided on how to
regulate sharing economies (Leung et al., 2019). While
some see strict regulation as justified because a sharing
economy is a “grey zone” that may support unfair
competition and lead to monopolistic power of sharing
platforms, nevertheless, anti-regulatory opinions still
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suggest that regulation would only protect incumbents
and
discourage
entrepreneurship
and
citizen
innovation, as well as limiting people’s property rights
(Ziegler, 2017: Paik et al., 2019; Pawlicz, 2019).
Regulatory responses and prohibition against resource
or property sharing reflect governmental resistance to
sharing economics. Part of that resistance is related to
local political competition. A greater level of political
competition is associated with a more favourable
regulatory response towards sharing economy services
(Hong & Lee, 2019).
This suggests that elected politicians with less political
competition (for example, long tenure in office) are
more likely to ban sharing economy services such as
Uber in favour of traditional service providers such as
taxi companies (Paik et al., 2019). In addition, Vith et al.
(2019) argue that a particular city’s response to shared
community services is associated with how local
governments perceive sharing economies. In short,
those cities that view sharing economies as social
endangerment and market disrupting tend to lean
toward more regulations against it, while those cities
that perceive sharing economies as socially enhancing
and both market and ecologically transformative tend to
support it. Importantly, Lulin (2017) points out that any
city that is aiming to become a “smart city” needs to be
supportive of its citizens sharing with one another more
regularly, and thus adopt a model in which people
become co-producers as users of a number of services.

Method
This research used an instrumental case study approach
to examine citizen perceptions about governmental
resistance to shared parking. In an instrumental case
study, the case such as an incident can be discussed in
an in-depth manner, while the research interest is in
understanding something more general than merely the
case (Stake, 1995). In this study, the broader interest lies
in understanding how citizens perceive their
government’s negative attitude toward sharing
innovation that could benefit society. The case is briefly
described below.
Case: federal employees’ parking problem in Ottawa
In January 2020, CBC news media reported about a
dispute in Canada’s capital region. The City of Ottawa’s
bylaw department had sent notices of zoning noncompliance to several local residents for renting out
their driveways to federal employees (Johnstone, 2020).
The city was threatening to take legal action against the

residents if they do not stop renting out their
unoccupied parking space to employees who work at the
nearby headquarters of two of Canada's federal agencies
(Johnstone, 2020). As these agencies did not have
sufficient parking resources, many employees were
parking on the neighbourhood streets (CBC, 2017). The
city’s bylaw department issues annually 1,800 tickets in
the area, as those parking on the streets need to move
their car every three hours to avoid being ticketed (CBC,
2017). While some frustrated residents were patrolling
the streets to help bylaw officers know which cars had
violated the parking limit (Johnstone & Pritchard, 2016),
others were more supportive.
In an interview, a local resident said that people had
been asking to rent his parking place (Johnstone, 2020).
He thus thought that he had found a solution to the
persistent parking problem in the neighbourhood, and a
way to earn extra money by renting out his driveway to
four federal agency employees (Johnstone, 2020).
However, the City of Ottawa does not allow the rental of
residential driveways unless the rental is part of a
tenancy agreement (Carlucci, 2016).
The city’s strict bylaws have also prevented shared
parking platforms from entering the Ottawa market
(Carlucci, 2016). According to their notice of violation,
residents were breaking parking rules by renting their
spots out to non-residents, and must stop immediately
(Johnstone, 2020). The interviewed resident did not see
any downsides to renting out his own driveway and,
similar to many others doing the same, hoped that the
city would consider a pilot project to allow residents to
continue renting out parking spots (Johnstone, 2020).
The city’s officials justified the action by stating that
renting out a private driveway would technically turn it
into a commercial parking lot. That would then require
business insurance, and could lead to additional traffic
and nuisance in the area (Johnstone, 2020). Applying for
a zoning change would be expensive and a high demand
for parking in the neighbourhood alone would not
warrant the approval of rezoning (Carlucci, 2016). The
vehicles parked on streets also provide safety concerns,
as they limit access to emergency vehicles, garbage
trucks, snow plows and fire hydrants (CBC, 2017).
Further, the city was aware that some residents had
paved their backyard green space to create parking
spaces for rent, thereby breaking provincial regulations
against paved backyards, which do not allow for proper
drainage
on
properties
(Johnstone,
2020).
Acknowledging the limited parking availability around
their offices, one of the federal agencies announced that
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they keep reminding employees to follow municipal
parking rules and encourage them to take public transit,
carpool or cycle to work (Johnstone & Pritchard, 2016;
Johnstone, 2020).
Data collection and analysis
Instrumental case studies can make use of various types
of data. Qualitative content analysis can be performed
either in an inductive or a deductive manner (Elo et al.,
2014). That said, Nikolenko et al. (2015) argues that
information-rich case studies can benefit greatly from
automated topic mining using topic models such as
Latent Dirichlet Allocation (LDA). “Topic modelling” by
now refers to a group of inductive computational
techniques used for discovering hidden topics and their
links in textual data. LDA is an unsupervised method for
identifying key topics within a collection of documents
(Lindstedt, 2019). An unsupervised model learns
underlying topics for a set of documents and assigns
each document a rating of affinity to these topics
(Nikolenko et al., 2015). One main benefit of using an

unsupervised model for analyzing online comments is
that it uses machine learning and has no critical
presumptions on the meanings of the words, thus it
works with texts in any discipline (Westerlund et al.,
2018).
The research for this paper applied topic modelling on a
data set of publicly available readers’ comments from
the commentary section of a news article related to the
case. Comments were obtained as anonymous data, that
is, without any kind of poster identifier. This approach
follows that of previous research on sharing economies,
which has made empirical use of online news articles
(Leung et al., 2019). Zhang (2019) applied topic
modeling over publicly available online data in order to
identify key topics in consumers’ opinions on sharing
economy services. We therefore obtained a total of 440
readers’ comments to a CBC News online article about
the Ottawa’s shared parking case by Johnstone (2020),
and organized them into a spreadsheet for the purpose
of topic modelling.

Figure 1. Lognormal distribution of word count
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First, the data were cleaned by removing very short (one
to three words) and information-poor comments that
Huang et al. (2010) call “spam”. As a result of the cleanup process, the final data set included 414 comments.
Second, the data were investigated in order to ensure
trustworthiness (Elo et al., 2014) and suitability for topic
modelling this case.
In order to evaluate the trustworthiness of the data set,
we examined the word count of the comments. The
shortest comment had 4 words while the longest had
228. The lognormal distribution of word count in Figure
1 illustrates that the majority (61 ) of the comments
were short (fewer than 35 words), while 39
of
comments reached or exceeded the mean value of 35
words. Further, only 3 of comments were longer than
100 words. The lognormal distribution of our data is in
line with the notion by Sobkowicz et al. (2013), who

found that the comment length distributions of most
postings in online discussion forums, including online
news media commentary sections and social media
platforms, follow the same pattern. Further, Sobkowicz
et al. (ibid.) argue that such pattern reflects a real
attempt by commenters to communicate their feelings
and thoughts on a matter at hand to others and, thus, it
provides evidence that the content is created by human
beings rather than, for example, automated bots.
The radar graph showing the distribution of comments
by their length in Figure 2 illustrates that the majority of
comments were short. Most frequently, the comments
were between 7 and 65 words, with an emphasis on the
lower edge of the range. These results are in line with the
findings of Huang et al. (2010), who argue that short
comments typically hold a high percentage in online
discussion data, and, apart from some extremely short

Figure 2. Distribution of comments by their length

Citizen Perceptions of Government’s Resistance to Shared Parking
Mika Westerlund
(one- or two-word) comments, they tend to be to the
point. Longer comments instead may either be detailed
and highly relevant to the topic or nonsensical and
repetitive propaganda. Given that the majority of
comments in our data were short and there were only a
few long comments, the structure of the investigated
data set supports its suitability for the intended data
analysis. However, one needs to exercise caution with
short comments, given that the topic modelling analysis
method suffers when there is a sparsity of word cooccurrence patterns in short texts (Cheng et al., 2014).

Results
The topic modelling analysis resulted in six topics that
were meaningful and easy to interpret: 1) Federal

government’s role, 2) City government’s resistance, 3)
Sharing options, 4) Flopped systems, 5) Opinionated
facts, and 6) Power play. These topics, each with 10
keywords with highest weights in the topic, were
selected based on the analysis, and are shown in Table 1.
They are further illustrated using word clouds as well as
discussed based on drilling more deeply into associated
readers’ comments in the following sections.
Federal government’s role – private parking sharing could
be a solution to a problem created by the government
The first topic, “federal government’s role”, refers to the
parking problem in the City of Ottawa, which is believed
to have been created by the federal, provincial and
municipal governments. The overall argument was that

Table 1. The six topics and their keywords
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the federal government does not build enough parking
spaces for their employees. This problem persists
everywhere they have offices. Some comments argued
that the federal government does not understand where
their staff are living; for example, many are living in the
suburban areas with a limited access to the public transit
system and located far from the office. Asking its
employees to use public transit or bicycles to commute
to work is therefore implausible. It does not solve the
parking problem because there are always greater
parking needs than spaces available. This was seen to
relate to the government’s bureaucratic behaviour and
lack of innovativeness. If the government is unable to
build more parking places for their employees, then
private shared parking appears as an innovative and
ecological solution. In any case, given the government’s
failure to provide a solution, the government should not
interfere with private deals between owners of parking
space and those in need of parking.
City government’s resistance – city bylaws and rules need
to be changed to meet with the new reality
The second topic, “city’s resistance”, revolves around
arguments that although Ottawa has urban parking
challenges similar to elsewhere, the city council, unlike
in many other cities, refuses to accept private shared
parking as a partial solution to the problem. Rather, the
city wants to scare its citizens about violating bylaws,
and penalize those who would offer an effective and
mutual solution. Also, the comments pointed out that
private citizens are bombarded with the letters from the
city’s lawyer, although it is in fact federal employees that
break the city’s bylaws by frequently exceeding the
parking limits. The city’s resistance toward sharing
economies was seen as a result of the municipal
government’s eagerness to stick with what they are good
at, namely introducing new rules and regulations.
Sharing options – it should be legal to offer sharing
economy services or people will bypass the law
The third topic, “sharing option”, argues that a person
owning a parking place should have the right to let
anyone park on it, as the city has allowed anyone with a
property to list it on Airbnb. Renting out parking space
could be limited to one or two parking spots to avoid
someone paving their backyards. The emergence of
shared parking apps and supportive insurance policies
were thus seen as inevitable features of a smarter
economy. At the same time, the comments addressed
that there are many nonsensical rules, restrictions,
regulations, and limitations, and suggested that people
should fight them through civil disobedience. If such

resistance and advocacy for change does not result in
new regulations, then there are options for local citizens
to keep renting out their parking places within the
current regulatory framework, such as letting people
park for free, while accepting donations or taking “gifts”
as a form exchange, or turning those in need of parking
into “tenants” by renting out “incomplete apartments”,
with a free parking option.
Flopped systems – neither the city’s public transit system
nor its planning system is operational
The fourth topic, “flopped systems”, puts forward that
the city’s recently introduced light rail transit (LRT)
system is unreliable and sometimes completely shuts
down the main line. At this point, people cannot be
asked to use public transportation without expecting
schedule delays. People have grown tired of persisting
problems with the LRT and the City’s obvious inability
or unwillingness to handle the issue. Until the city fixes
the LRT’s problems and improves the city’s public
transportation system in general, the argument is that
people should be allowed to park anywhere they want,
including private residential driveways. At the same
time, if the city could succeed in making the LRT system
fast and reliable, there would then be need for fewer
parking places. Further, the city’s planning systems were
not perceived as innovative, but rather as inadequate
and punitive, in a way that does not help solving real
problems.
Opinionated facts – the city is simply wrong about the
matter and somebody has to fix it!
The fifth topic, “opinionated facts”, put forward various
“facts” and recommendations for action. The comments
addressed what other cities had done in order to create a
solution to shared parking, and recommended that the
City of Ottawa amend their bylaws accordingly. Also,
allowing shared parking for low emission and electric
vehicles was recommended to promote the city’s green
policy. Many comments candidly argued that the city
was wrong in this parking matter and should stop
enforcing inflexible policies. Particularly offensive was
what was seen as the practice of making money by
ticketing defenseless people, and of employers pushing
people to use public transportation or bicycle when they
are not really an option. Further, some argued that
resistance to shared parking is not due to the city’s
restrictive zoning bylaws, but rather because of the
inane requirement for parking insurance, combined
with the fact that government officials sometimes seem
to enjoy policy bullying.
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Power play – governments have no right to restrict people
who want to do (most kinds of) business using their own
property
The sixth topic, “power play”, focused on the power
asymmetry between governments and citizens. On one
hand, politicians can exercise power by enforcing
obsolete bylaws that allow the city maximize to revenue
from parking tickets. Rather than support innovations
that would benefit citizens mutually, they can side with
the long-awaited, yet still unserviceable public
transportation system. On the other hand, the

comments argued that people should be able to use
their private property whichever way they want,
including shared parking, as long as they pay taxes. As
city bylaws are ultimately borne from the willingness of
local citizens, some comments suggested that people
should start acting in order to change them. That is,
government should be responsive to the people, and
not seeking to control them. Some arguments called for
citizens to put more pressure on the government to
accept shared parking, reminding that Uber and Airbnb
were also first resisted by the government.

Figure 3. Word clouds of the topics
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Figure 3 shows word clouds of the six topics,
emphasizing their key words. The size of a word in the
cloud reflects its weight in the topic. The topics are as
follows: 1) Federal government’s role, 2) City
government’s resistance, 3) Sharing options, 4) Flopped
systems, 5) Opinionated facts, and 6) Power play. In the
following section, the study will implement a
conceptual framework based on theory, the case, and
the empirical results from the topic modelling analysis.

A Conceptual Framework
Applying the process by Jabareen (2009), the present
study utilizes theory, the case, and the identified topics
drawn from the comments in order to create a
conceptual framework. Previous literature is rich with
examples of creating empirically based conceptual
frameworks from qualitative analyses (see, for example,
Rajala et al., 2012; Hamilton et al., 2018). Jabareen
(2009) argues that a conceptual framework is not merely
a collection of concepts, but rather a “plane” of linked
concepts where each concept plays an integral role in
interpreting social reality. Further, a conceptual
framework does not provide a theoretical explanation
or a causal or predictive model, but rather helps to
understand social reality through soft interpretation of
intents (Jabareen, 2009).

Here, the study establishes a framework to understand
the relationships between concepts that occurred from
the case analysis above regarding citizen perceptions of
their government’s resistance to shared parking.
The conceptual framework in figure 4 illustrates that
there are two types of players involved in the power play
over shared parking in Ottawa: local, municipal
government (city) and federal government as “problem
makers”, on one hand, and citizen as “problem solvers”,
on the other hand. The federal government is creating
the parking problem by not providing enough parking
space for their employees and lacking innovativeness
and urgency to solve this issue. The city is to be blamed
for enforcing restrictive zoning bylaws, for keenness to
rely on ticketing revenues rather than finding solutions
to the parking problem, as well as their inefficient
planning and public transportation systems that are
further contributing to the problem. Local residents in
this approach are seen as problem solvers, who could
offer a solution to the problem by renting out their
driveways and parking spots. A power-related conflict
exists between these two types of players, as
governmental bodies are still exercising power to
penalize citizens for their innovative solution, while
citizens are trying to change the city’s negative attitude
to shared parking.

Figure 4. A framework of results
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A set of external drivers were seen to be putting pressure
on the government to become more accepting of shared
parking, including successful examples of other cities’
supportive policies, Ottawa’s sustainability goals, the
city’s acceptance of other shared economy services (for
example, Airbnb), the growing adoption of sharing
apps, and the possibility of having quick insurance to
meet the requirements. While these external drivers
were perceived as being properly framed to change the
government’s mindset to accept shared parking,
commenters also support the emergence of a “grey
zone”, where shared parking was seen to happen
anyway regardless of the government’s attitude. This
was seen to be due to basic civil disobedience with
unregistered cash transfers and people using loopholes
in the system such as offering “free” parking based on
tenancy on paper. However, the ultimate goal would be
to encourage the city to legalize shared parking. This
would provide additional income to residents and
enforce their property rights, as well as help solve the
city’s persistent parking problem, generate tax revenue,
and update obsolete bylaws, while at the same time
keep in place meaningful restrictions, such as limiting
renting to one or two parking spots per household for
safety and security purposes.

Discussion and Conclusion
This study aimed to understand the main topics in
citizen perceptions of one particular government’s
resistance to shared parking. In so doing, the study
topic modelled a publicly available data set of 414
readers’ comments about Ottawa residents being
threatened with legal action by the city for renting out
their residential driveways to government employees.
The persistent parking problem faced by some federal
government employees in Ottawa, and its implications
such as parking on the streets of the neighbourhood
have been frequently discussed in the local news media
over the past few years. After describing this case study,
the analysis revealed six topics in the comments: 1)
Federal government’s role, 2) City government’s
resistance, 3) Sharing options, 4) Flopped systems, 5)
Opinionated facts, and 6) Power play. Using the topics
combined with theory, a conceptual framework was
created to provide a more in-depth understanding of
citizen perceptions of government resistance to shared
parking.
Contribution to theory
The results have implications for theory across several
fields. By identifying key topics in readers’ comments,

and creating a conceptual framework based on the
results, the study contributes to the literature on
sharing economy by addressing how citizens perceive
their government’s negative attitude toward sharing
economy services that would benefit society. Not
surprisingly, citizens perceive the situation as “us versus
them”, where people are victims against an oppressive
government. Further, in this case, citizens consider
both the local, municipal government (city) and the
federal government as overly restrictive, doing things
“the traditional way”, and being not only noninnovative, but also resistive of innovation that would
help society. Consequently, citizens perceive the
current situation as “power play” where city residents
and the government are in constant conflict rather than
collaborating to solve social problems.
The results support findings from previous research,
which has addressed how government bodies associate
their resistive attitude toward sharing economies, based
on existing rules and regulations (Kim et al., 2019;
Leung et al., 2019), and that they are often slow to move
innovation forward (Hong & Lee, 2018). The results also
support findings from previous research that suggest
citizens tend to defend sharing economies against the
unfair limitations imposed by obsolete laws and
regulations (Pedroni, 2019). At the same time, the study
emphasizes the balancing power of people in making
change happen, particularly through their election
behaviour, group pressure aimed at politicians, and
even civil disobedience in protecting their rights. This
approach aims to further legitimize shared economy
services by making them integral part of the “grey
zone”, where the boundaries between legal and illegal
are transitioning.
Implications to practice
The observed lack of collaboration between
government and citizens in Ottawa is unfortunate. Lulin
(2017) argues that any city aiming to become a “smart
city” needs to support sharing systems, and adopt
models in which citizens co-produce public services.
The City of Ottawa’s (2017) “smart city” report explains
that their strategy is based on three pillars: a Connected
City, a Smart Economy, and an Innovative Government.
However, they (and other governments in a similar
situation) need to make significant improvements to
foster the third pillar.
This analysis suggests that the local government in
Ottawa is perceived as restrictive, non-innovative, and
non-accepting of innovation, which is quite opposite to
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their own stated goal. Also, the “smart city” strategy
report does not mention sharing economy services at
all. One may just wonder how this is possible. Given the
growth of sharing economies globally, and calls by
citizens to put pressure on government for changes, a
new strategic plan should be updated to incorporate
shared services and sharing systems.
Legitimization of shared parking, with some
restrictions, would be a win-win resolution. Further,
this study has shown how to use a machine-learning
based content analysis technique over publicly
available data coming from news commentaries in
order to understand citizen perceptions, and how to use
the results to create a conceptual framework that can
help policy makers to better understand the situation in
aid of finding a win-win resolution.
Limitations and future research
As usual, there are limitations in the study. First, the
article described a case study of government’s
resistance to sharing innovation in the city of Ottawa,
and analyzed a set of anonymous readers’ comments to
a news article about the case topic. As the identities of
the commenters were not known, the comments could
be biased with specific demographics or opinionated
citizen activists. Thus, the results cannot be generalized
to a large population and other geographical areas.
Second, the topics and the conceptual framework were
not validated by, for example, interviewing a group of
Ottawa citizens. Future research could adopt other
methods, namely interviews and surveys with citizens
to validate the findings and provide support or need for
refinement to the framework. Finally, the investigated
data were characterized by short comments, which is
common in online discussion (Sobkowicz et al., 2013).
However, the mean lengths of comments associated
with each of the six topics exceeded the mean length of
all comments (35), varying between 41 and 54 (SD=5,
p<0.01). Thus, the identified six topics were dominated
by longer comments in the analysis. This is likely due to
fact that topic modelling suffers from a sparsity of word
co-occurrence patterns in short texts (Cheng et al.,
2014), and “locks up” to longer comments when there is
high variance in comment lengths. Although
eliminating long comments from the data might discard
valuable insights, future research could apply cut-off of
outliers in terms of excluding both the shortest and the
longest comments, or breaking up long comments to
short chunks in order to minimize variance in comment
length.
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Values and Practices behind Collaborative
Childcare in Knowledge-based Organizations
Gianluca Schiavo, Chiara Leonardi, Massimo Zancanaro
Strong families build strong business. ... Providing quality on-site child care
and paid leaves for working families is at the heart of responsible business
Malinda Chouinard and Jennifer Ridgeway,
Patagonia

New forms of socializing care that leverage community networks and are based on alternative social
arrangements are being experimented with in different grassroots contexts. They are being framed as
innovative practices to facilitate the integration of professional and caring responsibilities. In this
changing landscape, the private sector might benefit from new forms of welfare policies and familyfriendly practices that are based on the co-participation of employees, and encouraged by public
policies targeting workplace solutions for childcare. This paper intends to contribute to the ongoing
debate on socio-technical innovation in management by exploring how collaborative childcare services
might be deployed in workplace settings. At the same time, it investigates the role of digital technology
in facilitating employees’ engagement and participation.

Introduction
As with many local public services, childcare is currently
witnessing a profound change (Pestoff, 2006). Amid
widespread budget cuts, families increasingly need to
devise alternative solutions for childcare provision. At
the same time, managing work and family life
responsibilities is a challenge for working parents, in
particular for women, who still carry most of the family
work (Ashforth et al., 2000). In order to cope with the
increasing challenges of balancing work and family
duties, alternative forms of welfare are indeed emerging
in the public and private sectors (Osborne et al., 2013).
Governments are exploring new forms of partnerships to
involve citizens in the provision and governance of
public services and to encourage the emergence of
workplace initiatives (Hein & Cassirer, 2010; Brandsen,
Verschuere & Steen, 2018). Furthermore, forms of
public-private initiative for the provision of these type of
services are also being encouraged by recent European
initiatives (see for example, Barcevi ius et al., 2019)
At the same time, new forms of socializing care that
leverage community networks and “alternative” social
arrangements have been proposed as a viable solution to
these challenges, not in view of replacing welfare state
provisions, but rather for complementing them. In this
changing landscape, the private sector, organizations,

and companies, often supported by national or local
government Work-Life Balance programs, are promoting
new welfare policies. This goes along with familyfriendly practices based also on co-participation in order
to promote gender equality and retain employees
(Connelly et al., 2004; Grosser & Moon, 2008; Lewis,
2018), as part of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)
initiatives (Carroll, 1999, Wang et al., 2016).
This paper intends to contribute to the ongoing debate
on innovative socio-technical practices in organizations
by exploring how collaborative childcare services might
be deployed in work settings. Our case study targets
knowledge-based organizations that are considered one
of the key pillars of today’s knowledge economies, while
being characterized by flexible working time
arrangements and short-term work contracts (Correia de
Sousa & van Dierendonck, 2010). Although scholars have
provided many different examples of direct
contributions by parents to the value created by
childcare facilities (Pestoff, 2012), previous studies are
mainly focused on traditional forms of co-production,
and the potential role of technology in supporting the
co-creation of public value has not yet been
investigated. In this paper we present a specific case
study of an organization experimenting with new forms
of collaborative welfare policies. Specifically, the
organization
implemented
some
family-friendly
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practices based on the active participation of employees
in co-producing and co-delivering childcare, supported
also by digital tools for collaboration and information
sharing.

Background
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office spaces and facilities, but also by connecting and
sharing social resources, supporting knowledge, and idea
exchanges. The integration of sharing practices in the
provisions of welfare services is an attempt to provide
multiple answers to the problems of traditional welfare
by leveraging collaborative practices, co-production, and
the use of digital platforms (Morgan & Zeffane, 2003;
Pestoff, 2012; Schiavo et al., 2019).
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Childcare provision is crucial to modern societies and a
required step towards equalising opportunities in
employment between women and men (Connelly et al.,
2004; Lewis, 2018). However, despite the expansion of
childcare across the globe, there is further need to
provide affordable and flexible childcare services,
making childcare more accessible to working parents.
Generally, public authorities are encouraged to
“promote” childcare facilities, to develop policies to
reduce work-family conflict, and prevent labour market
discrimination resulting from family responsibilities
(Hein & Cassirer, 2010). However, there are big
differences among countries in how much governments
and their citizens consider supporting childcare for
working parents as a public rather than a private or
personal responsibility (Hein & Cassirer, 2010; Pestoff,
2012). In countries where there is little government
support for childcare centres, the costs for working
parents can be particularly high, thus exposing
additional pressures that lead to inequality.
pÜ~êáåÖ åÉíïçêâë ~åÇ Åçää~Äçê~íáîÉ éê~ÅíáÅÉë áå íÜÉ
ïçêâéä~ÅÉ

The 2008 global financial crisis has encouraged the
development of a multitude of self-organized networks
and co-produced initiatives where communities of
citizens have been trying to address their needs
collectively by sharing knowledge, goods, and services
(Selloni, 2017). The proliferation of new social and
political arrangements that span alternative forms of
participatory democracy to alternative markets based
on reciprocity are difficult to classify. Still, as pointed
out by Vlachokyriakos and colleagues (2017), a number
of values distinguish these new arrangements from the
traditional economy. Namely, the new market networks
focus on cooperation vs. competition, reciprocity vs.
isolation, horizontal participation vs. centralized
control, and pluralism vs. monoculture.
Sharing economics has also made its impact in the
workplace. A form of sharing practice that has become
increasingly popular is coworking (Bouncken & Reuschl,
2018) which is characterized not only by the sharing of
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Work-life balance is an important issue for modern
organizations because it mediates several outcomes,
including job and life satisfaction (Baral & Bhargava,
2010; Anafarta, 2011; Haar et al., 2014). Traditionally,
several welfare policies have been developed to provide a
balance between work and private life, based on the
assumption that work and life outside of work are
separated, as well as that people should have them in
balanced proportions (Grzywacz & Carlson, 2007).
Recently, a different approach has been proposed, in
which work and nonwork life boundaries are integrated
together in such a way that welfare policies should
support the integration of multiple life roles, and thus the
integration of work and personal life (Sirgy & Lee, 2016).
The shift from “work-life balance” to “work-life
blending” has influenced welfare policies targeting
childcare provision, moving from traditional childcare
services (for example, assisting with access to external
childcare facilities) to more innovative solutions that
emphasize
the
co-participation
of
employees
themselves. For example, Patagonia, an American
company marketing outdoor clothing, was one of the
first companies to promote innovative on-site childcare,
integrating a pedagogical approach inspired by the
company’s values of unstructured play and exploration
(Chouinard & Ridgeway, 2016). Connelly and colleagues
(2004) discussed how employees working in
organizations that provide on-site childcare feel more
productive and are more satisfied with their job, they are
more likely to return to work after the birth of their child,
feel more involved in their child’s daily activities, and
have a higher level of commitment to the company.
From a company’s perspective, employee-based
childcare can promote improvements in worker
productivity, as well as reductions in absenteeism,
turnover, and recruitment costs, thus benefitting the
company towards maintaining a competitive position in
the industry. However, on-site childcare facilities require
a considerable investment and recurring costs, and, for
many companies, the costs may still outweigh the
benefits.
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On the other side, studies (among others, Rothausen,
1998; Perrigino et al., 2018) have investigated the socalled work-family backlash. This features negative
emotions, attitudes, and behaviours associated with
work-life balance policies, including on-site childcare
provisions. Positive and negative effects of work-life
balance policies are mediated by the type of job
(Perrigino et al., 2018; Kossek & Lautsch, 2018).
In this study, we contribute to knowledge about the
acceptance and adoption of work-life balance initiatives
by presenting a case study of two initiatives that,
beyond just providing support for childcare, tried to
involve employees as co-producers of the service. We
analysed the values and challenges of these activities as
seen from the perspective of both management and
employees, and investigated the support provided by
digital technology to facilitate the provision and the
acceptance of these initiatives.

A Case Study ofTwo Initiatives
The case study was conducted within a medium-size
knowledge-based organization with almost 400
employees based in North Italy, in the autonomous
Province of Trento. The organization holds a Family
Audit certification that qualifies an organization’s
commitment to a favourable work-life balance of its
employees. The certification requires that organizations
and companies identify solutions to help improve worklife balance through direct involvement of their
employees.
Within this framework, the organization already had
experience in the provision of work-life balance
initiatives and, to some extent, also the employees were
actively involved in some of the implemented activities.
For example, summer camps were regularly held in the
organization’s premises in which employees’ children
could spend the day in educational and entertaining
activities, while their parents were at work. During these
activities, employees are encouraged to organize and
conduct some of these activities with children. Their
participation is informally valued while there is no
compensation for these tasks, but the time spent is
considered as part of their working time. From the point
of view of the HR Department, these cross-generational
initiatives and the participation of employees were
considered as part of their Corporate Social
Responsibility plan.

Background and Organization ofthe Study
The study is organized as an action research
intervention in which the researchers both actively
participated in the study, while also observing in a
participatory way its effects (Stringer, 2013; Coghlan
2019). We framed our study following the Grounded
Design approach (Rohde et al. 2017; Wulf et al., 2018) as
a case study to understand the design and
appropriation of a specific form of service in support of
work-life balance, using a digital tool in support of it.
In 2018, one of the research groups in the organization
had been involved in a European project called
Families_Share (https://families-share.eu) with the goal
of co-designing services and supporting a digital
platform for facilitating collaborative childcare
initiatives in the workplace. In accordance with the HR
department, a decision was taken to create a living lab
(Dell’Era & Landoni, 2014). As a first step, institutional
stakeholders and employees were involved in order to
better understand their attitude toward collaborative
forms of childcare. This preliminary study reported by
Leonardi and colleagues (2019) identified perceived
values and potential barriers of social and
organizational arrangements, describing the mediating
role of interpersonal trust, social exchange, and
reciprocity. The second phase of the investigation
consisted in action research inside the organization, as
described in this paper below.
qÜÉ ÇáÖáí~ä íççä

One of the outcomes of the first step of the project was
to (co-)design and develop an app to support managing
the parent groups and decision-making process related
to the design and implementation of activities (time
schedule, role assignment, registration of children, and
so on). The application includes features for building a
community around childcare activities, and for
supporting the cooperative management of these
activities. In particular, the app functionalities available
are: i) group creation, ii) membership management, iii)
activities creation, iv) management of shifts among
volunteers, v) information about children attending the
activities (age, special needs).
qÜÉ ~Åíáçå êÉëÉ~êÅÜ

As the second step of the case study, two different forms
of collaborative on-site childcare initiatives were
activated within the organization in close collaboration
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with the HR department. One (Summer Labs) was based
on a mixed collaboration between external
professionals (paid by the organization) and the
involvement of employees for proposing scientific
activities or supporting more mundane activities such
as serving food. The other types of activity (the
Afternoon Labs) were fully organized and self-managed
by the employees, while the organization gave support
in term of working spaces and time flexibility. The two
activities differed also on the governance approach
adopted: Summer Labs were characterized by a
prevalent top-down approach from the organization’s
management to the employees, while the Afternoon
Labs adopted a bottom-up, grassroots collaborative
governance involving employees and management.
Specifically, the characteristics of the two initiatives are
summarized in Table 1 and described as follows:
A. Summer Labs: one-week long educational and
recreational activities organized for employees’ children
during the summer school break. They were run by
external childcare professionals with the involvement of
employees. Four employees participated as volunteers
proposing educational activities, in some cases based
on their professional competencies (for example,
educational robotics), and in other cases based on other
skills (for example, origami). Another 11 employees
were involved in more mundane activities, such as
providing support during lunch breaks. Volunteering

was not set as mandatory for enrolling kids. The
organization provided the physical space and covered
the costs for the insurance and the external educators.
The employees’ participation and coordination were
managed by exploiting a digital platform and
encouraged by a community management team.
B. Afternoon Labs: after-school activities hosted in a
specific dedicated room at the organization’s premises
and during the working hours of Friday afternoon.
These activities were entirely organized and
coordinated by employee volunteers without the
support of external childcare professionals (but with the
support of the community management team). Each
activity was managed by groups of two or three
employees. Ten children registered in the activity and
participated in the 4 Afternoon Labs. Participation was
considered part of working time and the organization
provided the physical space and paid the costs for
insurance coverage.
Evaluation: Methods and participants
The evaluation activities consisted of 6 in-depth
individual interviews and 2 focus groups (with 4
participants each; different employees participated in
the interviews or in the focus groups - see Table 1). In
total, 14 employees (knowledge workers, aged 40-50, 6
males and 8 females) were involved on a voluntary
basis. All of them participated in the activities of either
the Summer Labs, the Afternoon Labs, or both. Thirteen

Table 1. Main characteristics of the two collaborative childcare activities investigated in the case study
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were parents of children participating in these activities,
whereas 1 of them volunteered without having any
children taking part in the activities.
The 6 semi-structured in-depth interviews explore
dimensions related to the childcare experience,
including overall evaluation, benefits and criticalities
observed, impact on personal work/life balance, and
individual consideration of the sharing experience. In
parallel, we ran two focus groups (one for each
childcare initiative) investigating opinions related to the
activities, how the tasks were shared among the group,
which challenges they faced and their use of the digital
platform. The interviews investigated more personal
aspects of co-participation in childcare experience,
while focus groups explored social dimensions and
group dynamics around such participatory practices.

Furthermore, the qualitative data include notes taken
by researchers during the observations and discussions
carried out with two HR staff members assigned to the
project.

Results
The themes that emerged from the qualitative analysis
were divided according to the two main perspectives:
the point of view of employees, and the point of view of
the organization.
bãéäçóÉÉ éÉêëéÉÅíáîÉë

Wellbeing and work-life integration
These activities had a positive impact for all participants
on their personal wellbeing, helped improve the quality
of the organizational context, and contributed to the

Figure 1. Photos from childcare activities described in the case study
development of a more inclusive workplace.
Participants remarked that these activities represent a
good opportunity to manage work-life balance. Yet, the
positive impact was considered more for employees
living close to the organization’s premise. For those
living further away, the effort of commuting may reduce
some of the perceived benefits. For most parents, the
childcare initiatives were very convenient when
matching their work schedule (for example,
summertime or other vacation periods, unexpected
closures such as in case of strikes). Another aspect that
emerged as important was the positive value of
organizational wellbeing (Cartwright & Cooper, 2009).
For example, participants reported that a more blurred
division between personal and professional life may
break down the strict division of work and life and create
a more inclusive and positive working environment.
Another example was the increased sense of community
reported by the participants: new relationships are built

with colleagues. Shared childcare experiences in the
workplace foster trust and a sense of reciprocity.
Nevertheless, some participants noted that these
effects might also be a barrier to access workplace
childcare services, since some employees may prefer
to keep work and life separated. These employees
might be willing to use a standard childcare service
organized in the workplace, but might refrain from
participating in such sharing activity if they feel the
pressure to actively participate as volunteers too.
Parent involvement
The participation of parent employees in the delivery
of care on-site has been in general positively valued.
As already remarked by employees during the codesign activities (Leonardi et al., 2019), a strong value
of on-site childcare is that children can participate
more actively in their parent’s daily routine and can
have the opportunity to get familiar with their parent’s
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workplace and professional life. In this sense,
collaborative childcare activities allow parents to spend
more time with their children, especially during the
school breaks, and to be more involved in their lives.
The motivations of participating parents were related to
their willingness to share their professional
competences, such as their area of expertise or their
research topic, translating their knowledge into
something that their children can also understand and
appreciate. Yet, preparing for and carrying out labs is
both demanding and difficult in the task of identifying
activities suitable for groups of children of different
ages. This aspect convinced several parents to volunteer
for more mundane support activities as needed (like
helping during lunch time), rather than proposing to
lead or assist with educational activities.
Recognition of participation
Some volunteering parents felt that their participation
was not properly recognised by the organization, at
least not in a formal manner. Although participation
was indeed taking place within working hours and
employees were authorized by management, the
participants suggested that this aspect should be
formalized in the organization’s internal regulation. For
example, employees may have a certain number of
hours allocated for community volunteering activities,
which can be proposed as internal on-site activities that
promote work-life balance, along with other external
activities.
The limits of participation
Although the co-production of childcare services in the
workplace was considered an intriguing idea,
completely self-organized childcare activities by the
employees have been thought appropriate only for
shorter stay childcare activities, involving a limited
number of children (5 to 10) for more limited amounts
of time (few hours or an afternoon, as in the study).
Several participants noted that in case of week-long
activities like a summer camp, the presence of external
educators is much needed. This was motivated by the
higher effort required to plan and manage week-long
activities, and by the lack of skills required by
participants to manage large groups of children,
possibly including children with behavioural/emotional
difficulties, for long periods of time. In this respect, the
presence of professional educators during the weeklong Summer Lab was considered important such that
the
participating
employees
regarded
their
participation as a significant opportunity for personal
growth.

Managing conflicts among children is considered as a
sensitive issue in particular because it takes place in the
working environment where volunteering parents are
also colleagues. This means that power relations and
hierarchies are in some ways implicitly in place even
during these kinds of activities.
Nevertheless, participants did not suggest completely
removing the role of employees’ participation. Synergy
between the professional educators and the
volunteering employees was thought to enrich the
educational value of the experience for the children.
This means professional educators can support
employee
volunteers
in
the
ideation
and
implementation of educational activities. As these will
be partly based on the particular skills of employees at
the organization, it may provide a unique opportunity
for children and a valuable way to connect with their
parents. On the other side, professional educators can
equally benefit from the support of workplace
volunteers for managing their regular activities, such as
lunch breaks or outdoor activities, thereby reducing the
cost of on-site service.
The role of technology
Overall, 11 participating employees (41 of the total)
downloaded the app and actively used it for managing
activities during the childcare initiatives. The app was
regarded to be more useful for self-organized activities,
rather than for supporting activities that involved the
presence of professional educators. For the Summer
Labs, several actors worked together in the process of
organizing activities in various roles (the HR
department, the social cooperative of educators, as well
as many employees, both parents and volunteers).
Furthermore, the needed planning activities were more
and more complex (requiring organization of lunches,
activities spanning several days, issues related to
insurance and so on). Because of this complexity and
the physical proximity of the actors involved, face-toface meetings were easier and more effective.
Nevertheless, the app proved useful for impromptu
planning and coordination of small tasks among the
volunteers, such as coordinating the schedule of
educational activities, or the lunch duty shifts. For these
cases, face-to-face meetings would have been time
consuming and inefficient, while having a mobile
channel able to support last minute scheduling was
valued positively.
In line with findings described in Leonardi (2019), we
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witnessed employees' concerns about the introduction
of technology. They criticized the idea of having to use
another social media and expressed concerns of
“bureaucratizing” the participation process with a tool
that requires users to follow predefined procedures.
One of the added values for employees to participate in
childcare activities was felt to be the informal
interaction with colleagues, and the opportunity to
relate to the organization’s management in a friendlier
way. Employees also appreciated the opportunities
offered by the app of efficiently organizing shifts among
colleagues in a way that could be quickly updated for
any changes to the schedule of activities.
lêÖ~åáò~íáçå~ä éÉêëéÉÅíáîÉë

Collaborative childcare has been identified by HR
departments, as well as by organizational governance as
an opportunity that matches the interest of
organizations toward work-life balance initiatives, the
increase of employee participation in welfare initiatives
(“participative welfare”), and the strengthening of
employees informal social networks (workplace as a
“community of people”). These positive aspects
emerged in the case study as discussed above.
Nevertheless, along aspects that can be considered as
enablers for the adoption of collaborative childcare,
several potential barriers also emerged from our study.
Logistic issues
One problematic aspect that often surfaced in
discussions with HR representatives regarded the
budget. Although the initiative’s cost may be reduced by
employees participating as volunteers, and even more
in the case of totally self-organized activities, these
types of initiatives are anyway more expensive than the
typical work-life benefits offered by companies. This is
the case in particular if the time of HR staff and working
hours of volunteering employees are properly
accounted. Another potential barrier concerns the
types of duties of the employees. For instance,
collaborative childcare services might be more difficult
to attend by staff with working shifts, or by employees
in front-end service positions with customers. This may
prevent the possibility of organizing workplace
childcare with such modalities, or it may provide only
the reality of unfair access to it inside an organization.
Legal and insurance aspects
Insurance and legal aspects are critical, specifically
because young children are involved. Beyond simple
budget issues, the possibility of negotiating insurance
coverage for children in a workplace is not simple. It
requires the need of properly equipped spaces and

access to proper infrastructure that are not always
available in a workplace context. It also needs an
assumption of responsibility by the management team.
From the legal point of view, it requires dealing with
family privacy issues to an extent than an organization
or its employees might be ready.
The role of technology
From the point of view of the organization, the app,
which was designed specifically to support employees’
collaboration, received ambivalent responses. From one
side, it was considered useful, at least in principle, by
alleviation their supervision effort on employees’
collaboration, and as a tool that might encourage
employee engagement. As discussed above, the
additional effort needed by HR staff to manage this
service for work-life balance emerged as a major
concern. The app may thus also serve as a tool for
monitoring activities as well as to effectively
communicate norms and regulations. From the other
side, the use of the app by the HR representative was
very limited and mediated largely just by the researcher
involved in the study.
Communication challenges
Another barrier was the difficulties in efficiently
communicating opportunities to employees and quickly
assessing their needs in terms of work-life balance. This
represented a main critical feature for employee
engagement, and for a proper mapping of employees
needs. The making of a map can turn in a mismatch
between employee needs and what the organization
offers. For instance, the organization examined in this
case study uses an online survey to map the needs of
parents in terms of childcare. But there is often a
mismatch between the collective needs and the
participation of employees to initiatives proposed by
the organization aimed at addressing those needs.

Conclusion
Our case study was based on the implementation and
analysis of two different initiatives of collaborative
childcare in the workplace. This was part of a wider
program of work-life balance pursued by the
organizations and encouraged by local administration
policies. The two childcare initiatives differed on the
duration and degree of involvement of employees, and
on a combination of bottom-up and top-down
approaches. Both situations provided an opportunity
for employees to experience support for a better
blending of work and family life, by being involved in a
community of co-working parents and actively
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participating in childcare activities. As already
discussed in the literature (Connelly et al., 2004), this
experience tends to have a strong positive value for all
the employees, not only the ones involved in the
initiatives.
Despite initial enthusiasm for the program, the study
highlighted some problematic aspects too. Participation
might be too demanding in terms of time, effort, and
emotional involvement for the employees. Sharing
practices require active and cohesive communities of
peers in order to create and coordinate sharing
initiatives (Vlachokyriakos et al., 2017). At work, these
networks include colleagues and are characterized by
heterogeneity of relationships and potential conflicts
between them (Berman, 2002). For organizations too,
despite the reduction of external costs, it requires much
effort in terms of dealing with logistic and legal aspects.
Completely self-managed activities might be too
demanding to be sustained for long periods and require
a community of highly motivated employees, who are
willing to commit to multiple cohorts of young children.
A mixed model that balances the support of external
professional competences in childcare with a limited
involvement in terms of on-site support and
involvement in educational activities by employees
seems to maximise the benefits and minimize the
drawbacks.
Our study confirms that collaborative childcare can be
an effective way to implement work-life balance
services. Offering it also provides an opportunity to
improve other aspects of organizational wellbeing, such
as a greater sense of community. Nevertheless, the cost
and effort to sustain such practices should not be
under-estimated. There is a need to provide adequate
activity space and comply with specific regulations for
the presence of children in an organization’s premises,
as well as to negotiate insurance and assume specific
responsibilities among employees. Furthermore, it is
worth noting, that together with an increase in
organizational wellbeing, this approach raised the
request for a more formal and structural way of
recognizing employees’ participation, together with a
request for wider recognition for the value of
volunteering by employees.
Regarding the role that digital technology might play,
our study provided evidence of the need to support this
form of collaborative practice, while its actual use was
hindered by the possibility of face-to-face meetings,
and previous negative experiences with other digital
tools for office productivity. Nevertheless, the app was

used and considered useful for planning and executing
small and simple tasks on a schedule. This may provide
some initial evidence that a transition to the app may
happen in the longer term, overriding a negative
“familiarity effect” coming from other tools, which
prevented the app’s full use by employees in this study.
A different aspect concerns the (lack of) use of the app
by HR staff. While the app was considered useful to
monitor and regulate self-organized activities by
employee-volunteers, it was not designed in a way to
facilitate integration with the organization’s existing IT
infrastructure.
Lastly, considering government innovation and the role
of public authorities, public bodies devote significant
efforts at making childcare more available. Companies,
as well as labour unions and civil society groups, are
and should be central to this effort. While there is still
considerable progress to be made, the active
involvement of both public and private sectors, as well
as a more direct involvement of parents/employees in
the management of childcare activities can be
considered as a promising approach for improving and
extending childcare services. In this respect, the
creation of innovative and flexible childcare
arrangements based on public–private partnerships,
such as the ones presented in this study, might show
how to leverage resources from peer support and
highlight the value of collaborative networks to harness
and share efforts to provide workplace childcare.
In conclusion, the experience and results reported in
this case study contribute to the ongoing debate on
collaborative practices in the workplace. They provide
informed suggestions on how to handle infrastructure
top-down and bottom-up approaches in a way that
creates a socio-technical environment for shared
childcare in the workplace. This work investigates how
childcare services can be reimagined thanks to the
synergy between local authorities’ programs, the
endorsement of companies and organizations, and the
direct participation of voluntary employees. Perceived
values and potential barriers of social and
organizational arrangements around such innovative
caring practices were presented, in the hope that these
insights can guide companies and practitioners in
further unveiling the potential of collaborative and
shared practices in the workplace. The results reported
in this case study are also relevant to government and
public authorities as examples with insights for
implementing innovative forms of childcare solutions
based on public-private partnerships and collaborative
engagement for greater work-life balance.
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Understanding Civic Crowdfunding as a
Mechanism for Leveraging Civic Engagement
and Urban Innovation
Bastiaan Baccarne, Tom Evens, Lieven De Marez
Crowdfunding is not about the funding, it’s about the crowd.
Anonymized study respondent

This article studies the emergence of government-initiated civic crowdfunding platforms. Such
platforms can be considered as governmental responses for bottom-up peer-to-peer support
mechanisms related to urban innovation, which also allows top-down governance and
governmental support systems for civic entrepreneurship. To better understand the implications of
these innovative ICT-enabled interaction interfaces for collective urban innovation, this study
investigates participation inequalities from the perspective of campaign instigators, using in-depth
interviews (N=28), and from the perspective of the citizen-funder, using a survey (N=265). The
analysis shows that urban crowdfunding practices mainly contribute to higher-level development
of collective identities with increased neighborhood capacities. Although participation in such ICTenabled interaction interfaces could reinforce digital inequalities and existing power balances, this
research shows a more nuanced perspective, in which online and offline practices intertwine.
Furthermore, while civic crowdfunding campaigns are driven by a traditional ‘participation elite’,
the deliberation process on development projects involves new publics that are not typically
engaged in civic activities. Hence, civic crowdfunding formulates a new mode of civic engagement
in which institutional involvement acts as a trust broker between civic funders and civic
entrepreneurs, as well as adding legitimacy to innovation processes in the public sphere.

Introduction
Over the past decade, crowdfunding has emerged as a
peer-to-peer (P2P) digital technology. It enables a new
way to receive support for entrepreneurship in various
domains, including canvassing grassroots urban
initiatives and tactical urbanism, often with a societal
orientation (Stiver et al., 2015). However, such ‘civic’
(meaning, ‘from the citizens’) crowdfunding initiatives
at the same time contribute to a growing tension
between increasingly empowered bottom-up peer-topeer innovation processes and the top-down
management of urban innovation (Davies, 2015). Hence,
in line with broader challenges regarding the peer-topeer economy, local governments are faced with
questions regarding adequate governance models
against over-the-top models for urban innovation,
especially in a public-democratic context (Koopman et
al., 2015).

Governments generally are increasingly exploring new
modes of governance that tend to shift from ‘rules’ to
‘tools’ (Holverson, 2017). This also encompasses the
implementation
of
‘government-owned’
civic
crowdfunding platforms, on which policy and grassroots
initiatives can interact. They allow governments to
integrate civic entrepreneurship in existing support and
control processes such as funding programs (Stiver et al.,
2015; Lee et al., 2016). On top of that, these initiatives
can also be interpreted as a way of shifting investments
from centralized governments to distributed ‘crowds’, in
a way that lines up with the broader neo-liberal
tendency to optimize efficiency, which is often related to
budget cuts (Brenner & Theodore, 2002; Lee et al., 2016).
On the other hand, ‘government-owned’ civic
crowdfunding initiatives can also be situated within the
broader transformation from government managerial
control, towards participation and ownership of societal
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actors and civic entrepreneurship (Janssen & Estevez,
2013). From a positive, techno-optimistic perspective it
is believed that this leads to civic empowerment (Carè et
al., 2018), through which civic or socially-oriented
entrepreneurs can take (joint) action that is inherently
positive for society. However, this entrepreneurial focus
also has implications for the democratic aspect of urban
innovation, adding to the conceptualization of digital
citizenship (Mossberger et al., 2008). Often, (both
theoretical and practical) knowledge, processes and
even technologies are adopted from a commercial
context. It is clear, however, that civic applications of the
adopted platforms come with questions and challenges
specific to their implementation in a public-democratic
context (Lee et al., 2016; Logue & Grimes, 2019).
An increased participatory potential also implies an
increased individual citizen responsibility to adopt these
instruments, which can be conceptualized as (a subset
of) online civic engagement (Kligler-vilenchik, 2017).
Research has shown that digital participation interfaces
have the potential to involve wider audiences, engage
younger citizens, and support communities (Fredericks
& Foth, 2013), but that those who participate tend to be
highly educated and already well connected with local
institutions (Tonkens et al., 2015). This reveals some of
the (potential) inequality patterns that can be observed
in the adoption of online civic engagement practices.
More specifically, urban technologies such as civic
crowdfunding
platforms
are
appropriated
as
co–production places (Forlano, 2013), and thus also
raise several issues regarding legitimacy and
responsibility. For example, new ownership models have
started emerging when cities are shaped through such
digital participation interfaces (de Lange & de Waal,
2013; Lee et al., 2016).
This study therefore explores individual participation
inequalities in civic crowdfunding. It aims to contribute
to the current theoretical understanding in regard to the
legitimacy and democratic aspects of such initiatives. It
also illustrates and supports policy decisions regarding
the implementation of government-owned civic
crowdfunding platforms.

Research Framework
Civic crowdfunding
Since 2008, crowdfunding has emerged as a technologyenabled platform-based mechanism to obtain project
resources. It builds upon (usually) small donations by a
large group of ‘backers’ (Davies, 2015), usually without
the involvement of traditional investors, such as

financial institutions. Hence it enables new and
interesting dynamics for entrepreneurship (Mollick,
2014). Civic crowdfunding is considered a subset of
crowdfunding that entails those projects aimed at
tackling societal challenges or community needs, as a
form of social enterprise (Mayer, 2018). As such, it is an
instrument to empower civic or social entrepreneurs
whose aim is to contribute to society by stimulating the
cultural and social domains.
In this context, projects are being financed by
inhabitants of a neighborhood, city or region. This also
implies that civic crowdfunding practices are closely
entangled with broader practices of citizenship and civic
(national) engagement, establishing new interaction
possibilities with policy and policymaking (Brabham,
2009). Or, as O’Connor (2012) put it: civic crowdfunding
can “open up the possibility for the commons to
participate within the political and economic system of
the state and compete against large corporations which in
turn influences the ‘democratic’ practices of the state”.
Therefore, it is not unexpected that (local) governments
proactively shape and govern such crowdfunding
platforms to be able to in some way manage or at least
contribute to bottom-up practices. They can then be
embedded as part of the (local) policy toolbox (Carè et
al., 2018).
Inequalities in civic crowdfunding
Hence, as the diffusion of such participatory
communication technologies proceeds, they start to play
an increasingly important role in the way citizens engage
themselves politically and socially. Authors such as
Castells (2007) stress that access and usage of such
technologies have become an important aspect in the
acquisition of wealth, power, and knowledge. However,
as was introduced earlier, access, skills, and especially
usage of such technologies are not distributed equally
(Mossberger et al., 2008). In the digital age, there are still
differences in technology access and usage, and in the
uptake of the empowering potential of new online
participatory platforms (Van Dijk & Hacker, 2003
Dimaggio et al, 2004; Jenkins et al., 2006; Hargittai &
Hinnant, 2008). So, while digital platforms increasingly
empower citizens, participation on these platforms is
not distributed evenly across society, which might
confirm or reinforce existing power imbalances
(Albrecht, 2006; Davies, 2015).
On the one hand, such inequalities are often studied
from a socio-demographic perspective. For example,
research has shown that online civic participation
platforms engage mainly younger citizens (Fredericks &
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Foth, 2013) who are highly educated (Stern & Dillman,
2006), and well connected with local institutions
(Tonkens et al., 2015). Hence, a socio-demographic
perspective to understand participation inequalities in
civic crowdfunding will be the first perspective of this
study. which will include the role of gender, age, income,
education, occupation, and residency (cfr. Stiver et al.,
2015). Complementary to this socio-demographic
approach, we take a ‘uses and gratifications’ perspective
that allows us to obtain a better understanding of
motivations and expected outcomes (gratifications).
This is implemented as an open-ended way of capturing
latent drivers and barriers (in line with Charbit &
Desmoulins, 2017). Especially the relationship between
instigators and backers, which distinguishes civic
crowdfunding from traditional entrepreneurship (Hui et
al., 2014), is taken into account.
A second perspective of this study is embedded in
literature on digital citizenship (Mossberger et al., 2008),
that builds upon insights regarding broader digital
inequalities from a digital divide perspective. This is now
possible since civic crowdfunding practices can be
conceptualized as a subset of digital engagement (in line
with Norris, 2001). Hence, this perspective allows the
study of participation inequalities in civic crowdfunding
within a broader context of digital literacy and digital
engagement. Within this elaborate research domain, Van
Deursen, Helsper and Eynon (2014) built upon an earlier
digital literacy framework (Helsper & Eynon, 2013) to
distinguish five types of digital skills and four types of
digital engagement. From these dimensions, in
particular operational skills (to be able to handle ICT on
a technical level) and digital engagement (the active
usage of web technologies), are seen as relevant
predictors of participation inequalities in civic
crowdfunding.
Civic engagement & institutionalized participation
As was mentioned earlier, the application of
crowdfunding mechanisms in a societal context implies
that such practices can be interpreted as a new mode of
citizenship (Stiver et al., 2015). This relates to the notion
of ‘active citizenship’ and ‘civic engagement’ (Mayer,
2018). These are concepts with a long history and often
discussed definitions (Adler & Goggin, 2005). They entail
‘trying to make a difference’ (Ehrlich, 2000; Adler &
Goggin, 2005) and ‘solving problems’ (Byrne, 2007), both
in a political (Ehrlich, 2000; Byrne, 2007) and a
community context (Ehrlich, 2000; Adler & Goggin, 2005;
Byrne, 2007). While these aspects assume explicit active
aspects of citizenship, other authors distinguish between

such active modes of civic participation, and a more
latent dimension of (often online) communicational
practices and civic involvement (Preece & Shneiderman,
2009; Ostertag & Ortiz, 2015). According to Bobek, Zaff,
Li and Lerner (2009), active engaged citizenship should
be interpreted as combining civic participation, civic
engagement and social cohesion. This definition
includes an even more latent dimension of ‘civic
identity’ (Atkins & Hart, 2003; Carè et al., 2018). Hence,
this study explores the relationship between
participation inequalities in civic crowdfunding and (1)
civic engagement (offline practices), (2) online civic
engagement (online communicational practices) and (3)
civic identity (urban collective identifiers).
As mentioned earlier, governments are increasingly
taking control over new modes of civic engagement.
Their aim is to institutionalize these practices into more
formal interactions that can be implemented in existing
governance structures. Given the top-down ownership
of
government-initiated
civic
crowdfunding
technologies, attitudes towards the government might
contribute to our understanding of participation
differences, especially when compared with non-formal
notions of civic engagement (Lee et al., 2016). Authors
such as Ekman and Amnå (2012), and Talò and
Mannarini (2015), have made an explicit distinction
between the community aspect of civic engagement and
its political aspect. From this perspective, innovative
ICT-mediated participation platforms are considered as
an effort of governmental institutions to promote
meaningful citizen engagement, thereby attempting to
narrow the ‘public-police disengagement gap’ (Warren
et al., 2014).
Our approach to this was twofold: First, we investigated
the role of political efficacy in explaining participation
inequalities, which entails the degree of agency an
individual experiences towards local policy making
(Craig et al., 2017). Second, we studied the government’s
role in these multi-actor collaborations in a more open
way, in order to better understand the intertwined interactor dynamics of the institutionalized aspect of
government-owned civic crowdfunding processes.

Methodology
To do this, this study utilizes a single case study design
combining qualitative and quantitative research
methods. The single case study entails the study of a
single civic crowdfunding platform, initiated and
controlled by a single local government. Hence, external
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contextual parameters were kept constant to ensure
maximum internal validity and avoid confounding
parameters outside the scope of this research (Yin,
1984). Building upon this central case, qualitative
research was applied to study the perspective of citizenusers who instigated crowdfunding campaigns on the
platform. Using in-depth interviews (N=28), we obtained
a better understanding of the dynamics driving both
their own behavior and the behavior of their funders.
Next, these interviews were coded and implemented in
an online survey studying the perspective of the citizenfunder (N=265).
Research context
The central case study is a civic crowdfunding platform
built and governed by the local municipality of the city
of Ghent, Belgium. This city has officially 220,640

Figure 1.

inhabitants older than 15 (http://gent.buurtmonitor.be),
in addition to around 30,000 students who live in the city
on a temporary basis (http://kot.gent.be/cijfers-entrends). In 2015, the local government launched a
crowdfunding platform to support bottom-up urban
innovation (see info box).
Data collection
Given the boundaries of our central case study, the
research population for this study is limited to
inhabitants (both permanent and temporary) of the city
of Ghent. For the in-depth interviews, our research
population entailed project instigators, from which 26
was interviewed (N=28). As a sampling technique for the
citizen-funder, we combined a convenience sample
which was complemented with a quota sample, based
on age and gender categories.

MissWizz (A) and Pluk (B).
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To avoid biases and participation inequality in the data
collection itself, no digital skill-related measures were
used for the quota sample. However, the recruiting
activities were aimed at maximum inclusion of groups
particularly with lower digital literacy. This recruiting
took place online (newsletters, social media, targeted
mailing), but mainly offline, through paper printouts
(face-to-face in a public environment, more specifically
in city-center streets, public places such as the local
library and community locations, including public
computer rooms at the local library).
The final sample, after data cleaning, entailed 265
respondents (42.6 male, 57.4 female). A more elaborate
description of both the qualitative and quantitative
research samples can be found in the addendum.
Measures
The in-depth interview used a semi-structured format,
covering the following topics: (1) motivations, (2) digital
citizenship, (3) civic engagement, and (4) the role of the
government. The data were analyzed in an inductive
manner using NViVo. Key elements in this analysis were
implemented in the quantitative study. The survey
applied the following measurements. All questions were
framed using a seven-point Likert scale (1=totally
disagree; 7=totally agree), unless otherwise mentioned.
Given the low number of citizen funders at the time the
survey was conducted, and given the strong relationship
between behavioral intention and actual behavior
(Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975), this survey first introduced the
platform and projects, and afterwards investigated
funding intentions. Funding intention was measured
using items to analyze the citizens’ intention to fund, in
line with Davis (1989) (such as “I expect to fund such a
civic crowdfunding project in the future”). This could be
answered after exposure to a platform stimulus ( =.87,
M=4.13, S.D.=1.42).
Seven central gratifications sought (such as “If I would
fund such a project, it would be to improve my
neighborhood”) were derived from the interviews and
implemented as Likert-items in the survey. In the
analysis, we applied principle components analysis
(PCA) to explore higher level dimensions. As discussed,
we disentangled digital skills in two subdimensions
(derived from van Deursen et al., 2014): operational skills
( =.80, M=5.27, S.D.=1.31) and digital engagement
( =.89, M=5.92, S.D.=1.19). Civic entrepreneurship was
disentangled in three subdimensions (adapted from

Jugert et al., 2013): traditional civic engagement ( =.68,
M=2.08, S.D.=1.03), online civic engagement ( =.91,
M=2.36, S.D.=1.54), and civic identity ( =.81, M=5,08,
S.D.=1.33). For the institutionalized aspect of civic
crowdfunding, finally, we combined political efficacy (in
line with Craig et al., 2017) and an explorative PCA-based
analysis of seven interview-derived statements related to
the role of the local government. More elaborate
information on the measures used can be found in the
addendum.

Results
Socio-demographic aspects of funding intentions
Considering traditional factors that might explain both
participation inequalities as well as measures of the
digital divide, this study investigates the role of six
central socio-demographic variables in explaining
funding intentions: gender, age, income, education,
occupation, and residency. The results show that these
dimensions only have a limited explanatory power
regarding differences in funding intentions. While
several studies mention that participants tend to be
higher educated, our data shows no significant
relationship between level of education and funding
intention (F(5)=2.04, p=0.07). Nor did we find any
significant differences in funding intentions between
occupations (F(9)=1.61, p=0.11). Furthermore, contrary
to what might be expected, income does not correlate
significantly with funding intentions (r=-0.08, p=0.21).
Due to the high number of temporary (often students)
city inhabitants, we also controlled for funding intention
differences between permanent (M=4.08, S.D.=1.54) and
non-permanent (M=4.22, S.D.=1.20) residents, but this
difference is not significant (t(252.14)=0.85, p=0.34).
Furthermore, male (M=4.04, S.D.=1.55) and female
(M=4.20, S.D.=1.32) citizens do not have different
funding intentions (t(217.67)=-0.93, p=0.35). However,
our data do confirm the hypothesis that such platforms
attract younger citizens, since age is negatively
correlated to funding intentions (r=-0.21, p<.001).
Hence, younger citizens have higher intentions to fund
projects on government initiated civic crowdfunding
platforms. However, age only explains 4.3
of the
variation in funding intention (R²=.043, F=11.80, df=1,
p<.001).
Funding motivations
The first topic of the in-depth interviews considered
what drives funders to support a project. While
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crowdfunding is usually related to business investment,
and contains a financial logic of extrinsic reward
mechanisms, our qualitative research shows that
altruistic motivations play an even more important role.
Considering the social proximity of funders as a driver
for funding motivation (friends and family), campaign
instigators disagreed whether crowdfunding is able to
access new social capital, or if it should rather be
understood as a mechanism to access resources within
existing networks of strong and weak ties. Although most
respondents consider crowdfunding hard work, they
also believe that as an online tool it has served to
facilitate the generation of new network ties.
Nevertheless, the importance of the project instigator’s
existing social capital is perceived as crucial for the
ultimate success of the project.
“I think my existing network is the only reason my
project achieved its goal” (male respondent, 42
years of age)
On the other hand, once projects take off, they tend to
generate momentum, attracting wider audiences, in
which the online environment allows for an
amplification of this effect.
“Once you have a nice percentage, other people start
getting convinced” (female respondent, 40)
“Uhm, what made it work? The social media that we’ve
got” (female respondent, 24)
What is more, most project instigators even considered
the social capital that was generated as more valuable
than the (financial) resources they needed for the
project. These new ties helped them strengthen the
project and improved social cohesion in the
neighborhood, leveraging neighborhood capacities
beyond the scope of the project itself.
“I mean that's just like, [uhm] the money is only like
the bread and butter, like it's the base” (male
respondent, 26)
“Crowdfunding is not about the funding, it’s about the
crowd. It’s actually more about the crowd than
about the money.” (female respondent, 49)
From the analysis of funding motivations, seven central
dimensions could be derived, which were questioned
using Likert statements in the survey (Table 1). The
motivations of respondents were first analyzed using

principle component analysis to reveal potential latent
constructs, then checked for scale reliability using
Cronbach’s alpha, and finally tested in correlation with
funding intentions (Table 1).
The PCA analysis for this study reveals three factors,
which can be conceptualized as community altruism,
individual rewards, and strong ties. Since the two items
related to the factor ‘individual rewards’ did not show
good scale validity metrics, we studied these as separate
dimensions. Furthermore, this analysis shows that
community altruism correlates very strongly with
funding intention (r=0.41, p<0.001). These data do not
support strong social ties (accessing existing social
capital), nor rational extrinsic trade logic as important
factors to explain differences in funding intention,
although non-material rewards are related with slight
significance. This supports the assumption that strong
ties only account for a limited aspect of crowdfunding
dynamics. Community altruism explains 16.1 of the
variation in funding intention (R²=.164, F=51.75, df=1,
p<.001).
Digital citizenship
Regarding digital citizenship, this study investigated the
relationship between crowdfunding intention and two
metrics of digital literacy. Both digital çéÉê~íáçå~ä ëâáääë
(to be able to handle ICT on a technical level) and digital
engagement (the active usage of web technologies)
showed good scale reliabilities. It is worth noting that
the means of both constructs were rather high
(respectively 5.27 and 5.29), which suggests that, despite
our efforts to include groups with lower digital literacy,
our sample shows high average levels of digital literacy.
However, both digital operational skills (r=0.23, p<.001)
and digital engagement (r=0.25, p<.001) show significant
and meaningful correlations with funding intention.
When included in a multiple regression model, these
constructs only explain 7.1 of the variation in civic
crowdfunding intention (R²=.071, F=10.02, df=2, p<.001).
This might suggest a potential divide between those who
are highly engaged in digital media and those who are
technologically left behind. However, this analysis also
reveals that individual contributions of the predictors
are not significant, neither for operational skills ( =0.13,
t=1.63, p=0.11), nor for digital engagement ( =0.21,
t=2.31, p=0.02).
This implies that traditional perspectives regarding the
digital divide and its implications for digital citizenship
only have limited value for understanding differences in
funding intentions. Presumably, this could be explained
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Table 1. Motivations for civic crowdfunding in relation to funding intentions

due to the fact that civic crowdfunding practices blur
online versus offline boundaries, as project instigators
provide their own platforms in addition to the online
infrastructure to facilitate donations in-situ. Although
hyperlocal
digital
communication
infrastructure
(re)connects neighborhood residents, this cannot be
studied separately from the tangible urban environment
of cities or regions, as these interactions also extend
beyond the digital interface.
“After all, I think about one third of my donations
came from an envelope I left behind at the butcher
in [street], which is a good friend of mine.” (male
respondent, 26)
Hence, participation through new modes of digital civic
engagement should not be studied from a binary online
versus offline perspective, as these practices occur
across boundaries in a very flexible way. In this sense,
the study should feed into a more complex
understanding of e-inclusion and digital divides.
Civic engagement
This analysis explicitly distinguishes campaign
instigators from citizen-funders. The qualitative research
revealed very high levels of civic engagement for project
instigators, who consider themselves as engaged more
than average in society, and showed high levels of
individual agency regarding their neighborhood. Hence,

these campaign instigators can be considered hyperlocal
opinion leaders with a wide variety of action-oriented
engagements in the neighborhood. They consider
themselves as a medium between politics, mass media
and the general public. These prototypical civic or social
entrepreneurs are, in all their civil society activities,
looking for support mechanisms to leverage their ideas
and initiatives. These actors are therefore often known
to the local authorities as they make extensive use of
both unsolicited and solicited participation practices.
At the level of the citizen-funder, civic engagement was
measured at three levels of abstraction. Firstly, civic
engagement measures the intensity of volunteering
activities, the amount of material support for social
causes, and civic action (including a.o. signing petitions
and participating in protest marches). A second
measure, online civic engagement, is comprised of
online communicative practices related to civil society
causes (such as posting messages on social media with a
societal or political topic). The final, and most abstract,
dimension of civic engagement is civic identity, which
relates to the connectedness one feels with the city and
local government as an identity. As was hypothesized,
civic engagement (r=0.17, p<.005), online civic
engagement (r=0.28, p<.001) and civic identity (r=0.36,
p>.001) correlate well with platform users’ funding
intentions.
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The rising correlation coefficients for higher levels of
abstraction suggest that civic crowdfunding can be a
mechanism to convert latent urban engagement into
action. A multiple regression of these three constructs
on crowdfunding intention (R²=0.188, F=20.18, df=3,
p<.001) shows that civic identity ( =0.35, t=5.76; p<.001)
and online civic participation ( =0.21, t=3.91, p<.001) are
better predictors than traditional civic engagement
( =0.06, t=0.77, p=.44). This supports the assumption
that participation in urban crowdfunding is still
considered as a relatively new mode of civic
engagement, which appeals to new publics, thus
allowing new modes of action.
In other words, civic crowdfunding serves a limited
group, a ‘participation elite’, with new instruments to
look for support and engage communities in the
realization of their social enterprise ideas. However, this
does not necessarily imply that the urban environment
is tailored to the needs of only those ‘happy few’. The
deliberation process is not shaped by traditional
participating publics, but rather through the activation
of “new publics” that make more use of digital
instruments in an online connected world.
Institutionalized Civic Crowdfunding
This brings us to the role of governments and the
institutionalized aspects of civic crowdfunding. As
discussed above, campaign instigators are often well
connected with local governments. They consider the
government reliable, goal-aligned, and transparent.
Furthermore, they consider governments as necessary
actors in molding public space. On the other hand,
governments are also considered as slow and
bureaucratic.
Although some interviewees mentioned their concerns
about neo-liberal budget cut strategies and outsourcing
public investments (subsidies) to society, most
considered civic entrepreneurship, fueled by civic
crowdfunding, as a bypass for such governmental
inertia. As such, campaign instigators prefer their own
entrepreneurial activities over urban innovation
executed by local governments. However, governments
are also considered as trust brokers between civic
entrepreneurs and city inhabitants. Regarding the
relationship with existing governmental support
mechanisms for civic entrepreneurship, attitudes varied
with some believing online crowdfunding offers a new
mode of public financing, even for projects by the
government itself. Others have explicitly taken a

distance from these ideas, viewing civic crowdfunding as
a strictly bottom-up mechanism. These two dimensions
were also studied from a citizen-funders perspective to
understand its relationship with funding intention.
More specifically, in addition to the concept of political
efficacy, the in-depth interviews distinguished two
additional constructs: (1) openness to governmental
involvement (“The crowdfunding website can be a
supplementary funding source for those projects the
municipality lacks the resources to execute.” Interviewee) and (2) government as a trust enhancer (
“The active role of the municipality increases my trust in
the execution of the projects.” - Interviewee). Both
constructs show a good scale reliability (respectively
=0.72 and =0.73; see addendum for scale items). The
analysis shows a meaningful and significant correlation
between civic crowdfunding intention and ‘openness to
governmental involvement’ (r=0.21, p<.001), as well as
less significant correlations with ‘government as a trust
enhancer’ (r=0.21, p<.005) and ‘political efficacy’ (r=0.19, p<.005; negative formulation). However, in a
multiple regression analysis on funding intention
(R²=.087, F=8.29, df=3, p<.001), none of these predictors
show high levels of explanatory power.
Quantitative summary table
Table 2 provides an overview of the main quantitative
research results. Overall, this research shows the limited
importance of socio-demographic aspects when
explaining differences in funding intentions, besides the
(small, but significant) role of age (R²=0.04). Although
aspects of digital citizenship (and digital divides)
correlate well with funding intentions, these aspects
have equally limited predictive power regarding such
intentions (R²=0.06), similar to attitudes towards the
government (R²=0.08). An important aspect in explaining
differences in funding intention, however, is the
gratification sought, which reveals community altruism
as the most important predictor of funding behavior
(R²=0.16). Finally, aspects related to civic engagement,
especially civic identity, appear to be the most
determining (R²=0.19).

Conclusion and Reflection
This research investigated dynamics of governmentinitiated civic crowdfunding platforms to better
understand these innovative ICT-enabled interaction
interfaces for collective urban innovation with regards to
participation inequalities and its defining dimensions.
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Table 2. Explaining differences in funding intentions (summary table)

a No multiple regression is reported when only one predictor was significantly related
at a p<0.005 confidence level.
As a result, we began to provide guidance for the many
associated institutional governance challenges. Our
research revealed high levels of civic engagement for
project instigators, which is related to a positive
partnership attitude towards the local government,

which they consider reliable, aligned with their needs,
transparent, and necessary for innovation in the public
space. This is also represented an institutionalized
subset of what often comes across as antigovernmental tactical urbanism initiatives. Although
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project instigators perceive the local government as slow
and bureaucratic, their governance role adds credibility
and trust to the crowdfunding process.
However, to reach true success in crowdfunding,
campaigns depend on different kinds of online and
offline interactions. Through these interactions, existing
social capital generates new ties with civic organizations
and neighborhood residents (Stiver et al., 2015). Hence,
online crowdfunding is perceived as a process to
strengthen local ties and to improve neighborhood
cohesion.
Interestingly,
however,
online
civic
crowdfunding behavior of citizens was not seen as being
related to broader practices of traditional civic
engagement. This finding adds to the theoretical
understanding of new participatory platforms. Although
several authors claim that this innovative tool mainly
empowers a traditional ‘participation elite’ that shapes
the urban environment to their needs, this does not
seem to be valid for civic crowdfunding, as the
deliberation process involves new participatory publics
and can be considered as a collaborative peer-to-peer
funding instrument for co-produced urban innovation
(Carè et al., 2018). There is, however, a very strong
relationship between the intention to fund and a sense
of civic identity, which relates to the neighborhood
capacity building dynamics of civic crowdfunding.
Similarly, the research results show that community
altruism is an important factor in predicting civic
crowdfunding behavior. Rather than individual returns,
participation is driven by societal goals such as helping
others, tackling social challenges, and becoming part of
a community (Carè et al., 2018). However, digital divides
also formulate possible barriers for participation. This
implies a potential divide between those who are highly
engaged in digital media and those who are struggling
with it or getting left behind.
The research shows that participation in civic
crowdfunding is indeed partially embedded in broader
practices of digital engagement. The success of
crowdfunding campaigns, however, is more complex
and dependent on both offline and online interactions,
as a way of extending beyond the digital interface, which
nuances traditional digital divide insights (Stiver et al.,
2015). Furthermore, contrary to what was expected,
neither income, nor education have a significant role in
predicting participation behavior, although age does
(younger citizens have a higher funding intention).

From a managerial perspective, considering the role of
the government in leveraging social entrepreneurship
though civic crowdfunding, the results show that
government-ownership has a trust-enhancing role. This
stimulates funding intention among citizens and social
entrepreneurs, and also includes increased legitimacy of
collaborative urban innovation processes in public
environments. Such legitimacy is, of course, dependent
on the inclusivity of civic crowdsourcing. In line with
Hui et al. (2014), we conclude that the strong reliance on
the involvement of a broad community is beneficial for
civic entrepreneurship and urban innovation, since this
implies that projects are constantly evaluated and
collaboratively molded by funding communities
throughout a campaign. However, the inclusivity of civic
crowdfunding processes mainly depends on fostering a
broader collective identity (rather than traditional digital
divides), which is a topic beyond the scope of this paper.
Hence, when considering participation inequalities, it
should be clear that these rely upon hyperlocal social
dynamics, in which technology plays an intermediate
role, one that both captures and catalyzes neighborhood
capacities. This research shows that online civic
crowdfunding itself can be considered as an innovative
intervention that stimulates a new generation of network
ties that extend individual civic crowdfunding
campaigns. Hence, considering the importance of the
crowd over the funding, both theoretical and managerial
(strategic and practical) attention should be given to
community dynamics, such as neighborhood cohesion
and the construction and maintenance of a collective
identity.
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