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Abstract. This study pursued two objectives: 1) it comprehensively investigated 
the role of the factors facilitating social exchange, reciprocity expectation and 
social value in use behaviour, and 2) it examined the effect of the sharing econ-
omy on social inclusion and subjective well-being. The data were collected from 
487 users of different sharing economy platforms in the United States. Structural 
equation modelling was employed to analyse the correlation of the examined var-
iables. The results demonstrated the positive effect of egoistic belief, reciprocity 
norm, social value, and the negative effect of identification on the use of the shar-
ing economy. In addition, strong relationships between use behaviour and out-
comes were identified. Future research suggestions are provided. 

Keywords: sharing economy, social exchange, social capital, factors of use be-
haviour, subjective well-being, social inclusion. 

1 Introduction 

The sharing economy is an emergent socio-economic system that has been growing 
fast, affecting the values and purchasing behaviour of consumers [1]. However, the 
academic literature exploring the driving forces of collaborative consumption is still 
scarce, providing little empirical evidence of the consumers’ perspective on the phe-
nomenon [2, 3]. The observed effect of the sharing economy on individuals’ prefer-
ences signals the need for further empirical investigation of consumer behaviour in the 
context of the new socio-economic system.   
 
Given the above, this study aims to address three main gaps in the literature. First, due 
to the socio-economic nature of the sharing economy, the literature has been split into 
two streams – the economic and the social one –each of which focuses on different 
drivers of the system development and the users’ motives for participation [4]. Due to 
the divergent focuses of the two streams of the literature, the role of the key drivers of 
collaborations, such as psychological (e.g. expected reciprocity) and social factors, has 
not been explored. The second gap refers to the tendency of the previous research to 
collect data from consumers of particular platforms, such as the Airbnb accommodation 
sharing system and the Uber ridesharing service [5, 6]. In addition, the 
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comprehensiveness of the current research is limited by the focus on single factors, 
such as trust, price and cultural values [7, 8]. Thirdly, due to the focus on the wider 
scale of the sharing economy impact (i.e. institutional change and environmental sus-
tainability) [9, 10], the users’ perceived benefits of collaborative consumption in terms 
of access to society, resources and well-being have not been explored.  To address the 
above gaps, there are three main objectives of the paper: 1) to examine psychological 
factors of collaborations, 2) to employ an overarching approach to examine key social 
factors driving collaborations in different sharing economy segments, and 3) to provide 
empirical evidence of the effect of the sharing economy on perceived social inclusion 
and well-being.  
 

2 Literature Review and Hypotheses 

2.1 Sharing Economy: Definition and Theoretical Foundation  

The literature revolves around two main approaches of conceptualising practices car-
ried out in the sharing economy. Botsman and Rogers [11] define collaborative con-
sumption as an act of “swapping, sharing, bartering, trading and renting being rein-
vented through the latest technologies and peer-to-peer marketplaces”.  This definition 
places purely commercial (e.g. renting and trading) and non-compensated practices 
(e.g. sharing, swapping) of resources redistribution under one umbrella. In contrast, 
Belk  [12] postulates that collaborative consumption is different from sharing, gift-giv-
ing and commodity exchange. The latter three concepts are differentiated by the type 
of reciprocity and ownership control over sharable objects. Sharing and gift-giving are 
socially bonding practices. They are carried out without the obligation or expectation 
of immediate return [13, 14], whereas commodity exchange denotes mutual and imme-
diate reciprocity. In addition, sharing enables temporary access to a resource for use, 
such as Couchsurfing communities that offer free accommodation for travellers. Gift-
giving and commodity exchange provide a complete transfer of resources ownership 
from one person to another  [14]. For example, the Freecycle community makes it pos-
sible to prolong the lifecycle of used items by gifting them to other members of the 
platform. However, commodity exchange resembles a marketplace transaction, exclud-
ing social relations between parties. The exchange is immediate and negotiated, without 
lingering returns. Finally, collaborative consumption denotes compensated practices, 
which embrace different types of ownership control. It is defined as an act of “people 
coordinating the acquisition and distribution of a resource for a fee or other compen-
sation” [12]. Despite the economic outcomes of relations, it is people, rather than the 
market, that regulate transactions.  
 
From the theoretical perspective, collaborative consumption can be explained by the 
social exchange framework. Social exchange is defined as “the exchange of activity, 
tangible or intangible, and more or less rewarding or costly, between at least two per-
sons or more” [15]. There are three main premises of social exchange. First, social 
exchange is contingent on social capital, which refers to social entities, such as norms, 
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values, rules, trust, expectations, obligations and information channels, to name a few. 
These social entities enable the functioning of social groups by both facilitating and 
inhibiting social relations and their consequences [16-19]. Second, social exchange re-
sults from the subjective evaluation of the costs and rewards of exchange with the pur-
pose of ensuring reciprocal relations. The third premise of social exchange is that the 
value of rewards and the fairness of costs incurred by transactions is dependent on in-
dividuals’ perception, thus it is a subjective process [15, 20]. In line with the above, 
collaborative relations in the sharing economy represent the effect of factors facilitating 
or hindering social exchange, the outcome of the evaluation of expected benefits and 
costs resulting from the lack of reciprocity. 
 
2.2 Hypothesis Development  

Social Capital Factors 

To examine the facilitating role of social capital factors in collaborative relations, we 
used the framework developed by Nahapiet and Ghoshal [16]. The framework by 
Nahapiet and Ghoshal [16] was developed for organisational settings, which was later 
adapted to a private context [17, 21]. Given the context of the study, we adopted the 
later version of the framework for the hypothesis development.  

Structural Social Capital Factor: Structural social capital represents properties of so-
cial systems, facilitating social interaction and helping develop social networks [19]. 
Structural social capital enables the development of bonding ties within communities 
representing direct relationships between community members. Bonding ties are char-
acterised by strong connections resulting from the repeated interactions of parties [18]. 
There is evidence that social ties have both direct and mediated effects on collaborative 
practices [17, 21, 22]. Bonding ties have an indirect effect on behaviour through inter-
personal trust [21]. Several studies tested the direct influence of connections on the use 
of online communities [17, 22]. However, the significance of the factors was not con-
firmed in the context of accommodation sharing [2]. The inconsistency of findings in 
the previous literature could be due to the difference in the strength of ties, rather than 
the frequency. Hence, the first hypothesis states that:  

H1: Bonding social ties have a positive effect on the use of sharing economy 
platforms. 

Cognitive Social Capital Factor: Cognitive social capital represents resources enabling 
shared cognition, representation and interpretation of things and events [16, 17]. Shared 
vision underpins the work of communities by uniting their members through common 
goals, ideas and rules of conduct. Shared vision enables effective interpersonal com-
munication, facilitates understanding and stimulates individuals’ contribution to com-
munities [21]. This social capital factor was studied in the context of collective practices 
[2, 17, 21]. It was found that the factor had an indirect relationship with use behaviour 
through interpersonal trust [21]. However, another study provides opposite results sug-
gesting that shared vision negatively affects behaviour. Conflicting results require a 
further examination of the effect of shared vision on use behaviour:   
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H2: Shared vision has a positive effect on the use of sharing economy plat-
forms  

Relational Social Capital Factors: Relational social capital represents relationship 
characteristics facilitating the development of relations, such as cooperative norms, in-
terpersonal trust, obligations/expectations to cooperate and social identification with 
other group members [16, 18, 19]. Identification is defined as “one's conception of self 
in terms of the defining features of self-inclusive social category” [23]. Identification 
reflects the sense of belonging, loyalty and commitment to communities [16]. Previous 
literature gives an account of the indirect effect of identification on individuals’ behav-
iour [3, 24]. Particularly, identification with social groups had a positive effect on the 
perception of encouragement and usefulness of social networking websites, which fur-
ther lead to actual use [24]. Given the above, we hypothesise that:  

H3: Identification has a positive effect on the use of sharing economy plat-
forms 

The literature on the sharing economy has strongly discussed the association between 
pro-environmental beliefs and norms and collaborative consumption [25, 26]. Sustain-
ability was found to be the key factor driving the intention to share accommodation and 
use online marketplace platforms [27]. Theoretically, the above findings are supported 
by the value-belief-norm theory by Stern [28]. This theory argues that biospheric, al-
truistic and egoistic values activate the beliefs in adverse consequences, which affect 
the formation of personal norms underpinning pro-environmental behaviour. Bio-
spheric belief refers to the belief that the environment is under threat and requires urgent 
actions to be protected. Altruistic belief is associated with pro-social values, while ego-
istic belief causes the resistance to protecting the environment due to the belief that pro-
environmental behaviour can harm oneself [28]. Drawing on the above, this study hy-
pothesises that:  

H4: a) altruistic and b) biospheric beliefs have positive effects on the use 
of sharing economy platforms; c) egoistic beliefs have a negative effect on 
the use of sharing economy platforms. 

The reciprocity norm represents the two factors of social capital (i.e. obligations and 
norms), which refers to the obligations to reciprocate and the belief that the act of ex-
change should always be reciprocated [20]. Relationships in the sharing economy are 
built upon two forms of reciprocity, which are negotiated and generalised ones. It was 
found that knowledge sharing in virtual communities was motivated by expected reci-
procity [29]. Similarly, in market-based transactions, individuals’ engagement in col-
laborations is contingent on the perception of reciprocal rewards [30]. Based on the 
above-mentioned discussion, the fifth hypothesis states that: 

H5: Reciprocity norm has a positive effect on the use of sharing economy 
platforms 
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Perceived Social Values 

According to Holbrook and Corfman [31], perceived social value refers to the belief 
that certain events or the attainment of objects represent symbolic meaning and help 
achieve a certain status/role in the society. Individuals may be driven by personal needs 
to establish social relationships and engage in exchange [32, 33]. For example, one of 
the drivers of participation in the sharing economy is the development of social net-
works through repeated interactions with other peers [27, 34]. Also, the engagement in 
collaborative practices may help individuals to establish identity with the group [32, 
33, 35, 36]. The development of social identity may help members receive the benefits 
of their group and establish the image that is favourable by the society. Based on the 
above: 

H6: Perceived social values have a positive effect on the use of sharing 
economy platforms. 

The Outcomes of Using Sharing Platforms 

In the context of this study, the outcomes of the use of sharing platforms reflect the 
degree to which people satisfy their goals [10, 27, 37]. There are two forms of potential 
sustained benefits of collaborations in the sharing economy, which refer to social in-
clusion and subjective well-being. Social inclusion happens when people get access to 
economic benefits and resources, access to social services, feel integrated with the so-
ciety at the interpersonal (i.e. family, social network) and legal levels (i.e. equal citizens 
in society) [38]. Subjective well-being results from the subjective evaluation of one's 
own standard of living and perceived level of happiness [39]. Both subjective well-
being and social inclusion may result from social network development, identification 
with a community, the access to goods and services which otherwise would not be 
available, the development of self-confidence, and the engagement in meaningful ac-
tivity for the society and the environment [25, 40]. Hence this study posits that: 

H7: The use of sharing economy platforms has a positive effect on a) social 
inclusion and b) subjective wellbeing.  

3 Methodology 

Considering the focus of the study, the utilisation of online questionnaires as a data 
collection tool was deemed appropriate. An independent company was involved in the 
distribution of questionnaires to respondents in the United States. Former and current 
users of platforms were eligible to participate. The questionnaire was designed in a way 
to ensure confidentiality and gather respondents’ profiles, such as social and demo-
graphic data. The final sample of respondents comprised 487 people, which made it 
possible to run a statistical analysis of the correlation of the proposed variables [41]. 
The sample consisted of 48.7% male and 51.3% female respondents with almost half 
of them being over 50 years old (49.3%). The majority of the respondents were either 
full-time (57.5%) or part-time (12.1%) employed, had a college graduate degree 
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(34.3%), received an annual income between 50,000 and 74,999 US dollars (26.1%) or 
over 100,000 US dollars (25.1%).  

The questionnaire included 57 items related to eleven main constructs. The items for 
social capital derived from adapted scales measuring bonding social ties [29], shared 
vision, [21, 42], identification [29], the reciprocity norm [17, 43, 44] and three types of 
pro-environmental beliefs [45]. Social value scale originated from the study by 
Rintamäki, Kanto [46], while use behaviour derived from the IS literature [47-50]. The 
items for social inclusion were adopted from Richardson and Le Grand [51], and sub-
jective well-being was measured by the scale developed by Diener et al. [52].  The 
responses were measured by a 7-point Likert scale with anchors between “1 - strongly 
disagree” to “7 – strongly agree”.  

SPSS v.24 and SPSS Amos v.24 were employed to analyse the collected data. To test 
the validity and reliability of the constructs, we ran the confirmatory factor analysis by 
following the guidelines suggested by Hair [41]. The results of the CFA analysis were 
satisfactory (χ2(1484) = 3748.23, CMIN/DF = 2.526, CFI = 0.926, RMSEA = 0.056). 
Factor loading (> 0.7), average variance extracted (AVE > 0.5), construct reliability 
(C.R. > 0.7) and Cronbach’s α (>0.7) confirmed the reliability of the measurements 
[41]. The result of the convergent validity test showed no validity issues (Table 2). To 
test the relationship between constructs, the structural equation modelling was con-
ducted using Amos v.24. 

Table 2. Convergent validity test 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 
SI .77           
ST .04 .94          
Rec .29 .67 .90         
ID .16 .79 .85 .91        
SV .12 .80 .80 .87 .90       
AB .32 .34 .49 .43 .40 .84      
BB .28 .27 .43 .34 .34 .81 .85     
SV .28 .66 .75 .83 .77 .46 .43 .86    
EB .16 -.43 -.30 -.40 -.43 .06 .01 -.35 .88   
US .54 .40 .61 .54 .53 .41 .38 .66 -.02 .82  
WB .37 .57 .67 .70 .63 .48 .47 .79 -.24 .71 .88 

 
Notes: Diagonal figures represent the square root of the average variance extracted 
(AVE) and the figures below represent the between-constructs correlations  
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4 Results and Findings  

Considering The model fit indices were satisfactory, confirming the consistency of the 
proposed model with the collected data and the ability to examine paths’ significance 
(Table 3). The model explained 57.6 % of the variance for the behaviour of sharing 
economy users, 28.3% of the variance for the feeling of being socially included and 
54.8% for the perception of their subjective well-being. The coefficients of path analy-
sis are provided in table 3.  

 
Table 3. The results of the test of hypotheses 

 
H Path     Coef. (t-test) 
H1 Social Ties ---> Use Behaviour -0.031 (-0.478ns) 
H2 Shared Vision ---> Use Behaviour 0.087 (1.019ns) 
H3 Identification ---> Use Behaviour -0.23 (-2.024*) 

H4a Altruistic  
Belief ---> Use Behaviour 0.009 (0.118ns) 

H4b Biospheric 
Belief ---> Use Behaviour 0.029 (0.373ns) 

H4c Egoistic 
Belief ---> Use Behaviour 0.219 (4.907***) 

H5 Reciprocity ---> Use Behaviour 0.357 (4.399***) 
H6 Social Value ---> Use Behaviour 0.631 (8.041***) 

H7a Use  
Behaviour ---> Social  

Inclusion 0.532 (10.186***) 

H7b Use  
Behaviour ---> Subjective  

Well-Being 0.74 (13.985***) 

 
Method: ML; SEM Model fit: χ2(1501) = 4011.336, CMIN/DF = 2.672, CFI = 0.918, 
RMSEA = 0.059 
 
The paper examined the influence of eight antecedents on use behaviour: social ties, 
shared vision, identification, reciprocity, biospheric, egoistic and altruistic beliefs and 
social value (H1 – H6). Hypotheses 1, 2, 4a-b were not supported, suggesting that social 
ties, shared vision, biospheric and altruistic beliefs do not underpin the behaviour of 
sharing economy users. The paper gives insight into the relationship between use be-
haviour and social ties, which have been studied in the prior literature providing con-
troversial findings (e.g. [2, 17, 22]). The finding of this paper demonstrates that the 
strength of social ties does not condition the use of sharing economy platforms. Simi-
larly, users’ participation in the sharing economy is not dependent on the views that 
they share with other members of sharing platforms. Previous research providing con-
tradictory results partially explains this finding [29]. Shared vision had a different effect 
on the behaviour of different platform users. Therefore, future research should test the 
effect of the construct by controlling for the type of activity and platform. When it 
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comes to the effect of biospheric and altruistic beliefs, the insignificant effect on use 
behaviour is consistent with the study by Möhlmann [53]. The author concluded that 
pro-environmental beliefs are not significant for monetary-based practices, such as ac-
commodation and car sharing. A possible explanation could be that values driving be-
haviour are dependent on the type of sharing economy practice. 
 
As a result of the study, hypotheses 3, 5, 4c, 6 and 7a-b were supported, confirming a 
positive relationship between identification, egoistic belief, reciprocity norm and social 
value. The effect of reciprocity norm was moderate and significant, supporting the find-
ings of the prior literature on the domain of collaborative consumption and online ex-
change practices [2, 30]. This finding supports the assumption that individuals’ partic-
ipation in collaborative practices is triggered by the expectation of either immediate or 
delayed reciprocation in the exchange of resources. A significant path between egoistic 
belief and use behaviour is inconsistent with the majority of the prior literature [24, 28]. 
However, it is logical considering that the insignificant effect of biospheric and altruis-
tic beliefs was established. The plausible interpretation is that individuals are driven by 
personal needs that can go against social values, such as the contribution to the societal 
well-being and environment. When it comes to the relationship between identification 
and use behaviour, the results are negative, which contradicts evidence in the research 
on the social exchange domain [3, 24]. This means that transactions in the sharing econ-
omy are not conditioned by a strong feeling of belonging to the sharing economy com-
munity, pride and collective self-esteem. Of all paths examining the antecedents of use 
behaviour, social value was found to be the strongest predictor of participation in the 
sharing economy. This finding suggests that the belief in fair allocation of resources 
among members of the community, the development of social relationships, the con-
sistency of practices with individuals’ lifestyle and image motivate collaborative con-
sumption [3, 34, 36]. 
 
Significant relationships between use behaviour, social inclusion and subjective well-
being confirm that the participation in the sharing economy enables them to feel inte-
grated with the society in terms of access to economic, social and legal resources, as 
well as achieving higher standards of living. The findings are consistent with the prior 
literature postulating a positive correlation between subjective well-being and collec-
tive-oriented practices [54].  

5 Conclusion 

The paper makes three contributions to the literature on the sharing economy domain. 
First, following the social exchange framework, the paper has investigated the role of 
social capital factors, the norm of reciprocity and values that shed light on the collective 
orientation of individuals engaging in collaborative relations. The study provides a 
comprehensive analysis of the effect of three types of factors facilitating social ex-
change that represent structural social capital, relational social capital and cognitive 
social capital [16, 17]. The second contribution is that the study provides an insight into 
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the drivers of the participation in the sharing economy by exploring the effect of social 
capital factors that have been controversial in the prior literature. The third contribution 
is that the paper empirically investigates the outcomes of the participation in the sharing 
economy, such as subjective well-being and perceived social-inclusion that have been 
a debatable topic in the previous research.  
 
The paper has some limitations deriving from the adopted research design. Firstly, fu-
ture research may adopt a longitudinal approach, that would make it possible to observe 
the dynamics in the perception of social inclusion and well-being over a certain time-
span. Secondly, given the insignificance of some social factors and a positive relation-
ship between egoistic belief and use behaviour, future research could examine the effect 
of utilitarian and monetary factors, such as price value, price sensitivity and price per-
ception. Thirdly, to test the application of the model in other contexts, future studies 
could collect data in countries with different cultural values, beliefs and norms under-
pinning behaviour.  
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